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We work in the dark - we do what we can - we give what we have.  
Our doubt is our passion, and our passion is our task.  
The rest is the madness of art.  
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Still Lives 57 
	   1	  
	  	  	  	  	  Neighbors	  	  	  	  The	  Christmas	  Tea	   is	  on	   the	  sixth	   floor	  of	   the	  downtown	  Hilton,	  which	  Sloan	   feels	  was	  a	  poor	  choice.	  The	  Hilton	  only	  has	  four	  elevators,	  and	  because	  no	  one	  wants	  to	  chase	  their	  children	  up	  six	   flights	  of	  stairs,	  no	  matter	  how	  grand	  the	  staircase,	   the	  lines	  of	  kids	  in	  Christmas	  dresses	  and	  miniature	  suits	  stretch	  out	  into	  the	  lobby.	  The	  parents	  look	  weary	  before	  the	  tea	  has	  even	  begun.	  Thankfully,	   Jim	  and	  Karen	  told	  them	  two	  o’clock—not	  three	  as	  scheduled—so	  Sloan	  and	  Lorraine	  are	  able	  to	  meet	  them	  at	  their	  table	  without	  much	  trouble	  or	  delay.	  Karen	  has	  her	  blonde	  hair	  up	   in	  a	  chignon,	  and	  she	   is	  wearing	  an	   ivory	  pea	  coat	  that	  Lorraine	  immediately	  eyes.	  The	  children	  have	  already	  been	  whisked	  away	  to	   the	   area	  with	   the	   Christmas	   tree,	  where	   a	  man	   in	   a	   teddy	   bear	   suit	   has	   begun	  some	  sort	  of	  game.	  Karen	  is	  already	  drinking	  a	  chardonnay.	  	  “Our	   favorite	   others!”	   Karen	   says,	   standing.	   She	   hugs	   Lorraine	   and	   then	  whispers,	  “Jim’s	  parents	  are	  also	  coming.	  We	  just	  found	  out.”	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“Nothing	  wrong	  with	  that.	  They	  wanted	  to	  see	  the	  grandkids	  anyways,”	   Jim	  says.	   “Sloan.”	   He	   reaches	   out	   a	   hand.	   Jim	   is	   broad	   and	   very	   tall,	   with	   a	   Marine	  haircut.	  He	  has	  that	  brassy	  voice	  that	  often	  goes	  hoarse	  from	  laughter,	  or	  shouting	  at	  a	  sports	  screen.	  	  “How	   are	   they?”	   Lorraine	   asks,	   politely.	   She	   has	   already,	   Sloan	   notices,	  become	  quiet,	  mellowed	  after	  being	  so	  chatty	  in	  the	  car.	  The	  Braddocks	  have	  always	  had	   this	   effect	   on	   her:	   so	  much	   generosity,	   so	  much	  wealth,	  without	   seeing	  much	  else	  of	  their	  inside	  lives.	  Or	  perhaps	  it	  is	  just	  Karen,	  Sloan	  thinks,	  who	  hasn’t	  worked	  a	  day	  in	  her	  life	  and	  has	  nicer	  skin	  than	  anyone	  in	  the	  room.	  	  “Tiresome,	   as	   usual.”	   Karen	   laughs.	   “It’s	   almost	   Christmas	   so	   they	   demand	  more.	  Have	  a	  seat!”	  The	  table	  is	  large,	  with	  multiple	  place	  settings,	  and	  a	  tiered	  tray	  in	  the	  center	  for	   scones	   and	  other	   treats.	  A	  waiter	   comes	   and	   takes	   their	   tea	   requests.	   Sloan	   is	  already	  hungry.	  	  “You	   should	   get	  The	  Heritage	   to	   do	   something	   about	   this,	   Sloan,”	   Jim	   says.	  	  Jim	  has	  gained	  weight	   since	   the	  spring.	   It	   shows	   in	  his	   jaw.	   “It’d	  be	  a	  nice	   spread.	  Everybody	   likes	   to	   hear	   about	   famous	   people	   coming	   to	   read	   stories	   to	   kids	   at	  teatime.”	  	  “It	   would	   probably	   go	   under	   Arts	   and	   Culture,”	   Sloan	   says.	   “I’ve	   thought	  about	  it.”	  “What’s	  been	  holding	  you	  back?”	  Karen,	   sitting	  next	   to	  Lorraine,	   leans	  over	  the	  little	  forest	  of	  china.	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“It’s	  not	   really	   in	   line	  with	  what	  The	  Heritage	   covers.	  We	   leave	   community	  events,	  family-­‐friendly	  such	  things,	  to	  other	  papers.”	  “But	   famous	   people,	   Sloan,”	   Karen	   says.	   “Everybody	   wants	   to	   read	   about	  them.”	  “I’ll	  give	  you	  that.”	  Under	  the	  table,	  Sloan	  squeezes	  Lorraine’s	  hand.	  “Who	  is	  the	  celebrity	  today?”	  Jim	  squints	  over	  at	  the	  man	  in	  the	  teddy	  bear	  suit.	  “Some	  author—I	  don’t	  see	  him	   yet.	   There	   they	   are.”	   Jim	   stands	   quickly.	   “Hi,	   Dad.	  Mom.”	   Sloan	   and	   Lorraine	  have	  met	   Sherri	   and	   David	   before,	   but	   there	   is	   still	   the	   usual	   exchange	   of	   formal	  handshakes.	   Jim’s	   parents	   look	   similar:	   both	   squat,	   with	   small	   dark	   eyes.	   Sherri	  wears	  a	  burgundy	  suit	  with	  gold	  buttons.	  “We	  were	  just	  talking	  about	  Sloan’s	  paper,”	  says	  Karen,	  once	  they	  sit.	  “Oh,	  yes,	  did	  you	  hear	  the	  news?”	  Sherri’s	  large	  eyes,	  outlined	  thickly	  in	  black,	  widen	  further.	  She	  clutches	  a	  brassy	  purse,	  which	  she	  sets	  down	  gingerly	  next	  to	  her	  seat.	  	   “What’s	  that?”	  “That	  man	  the	  police	  are	  hunting,	  it’s	  been	  in	  all	  of	  the	  papers.	  Sloan,	  I’m	  sure	  you	  know	  of	  it.”	  Sloan	  adds	  some	  sugar	  to	  his	  tea,	  which	  has	  arrived	  in	  several	  pristine	  pots.	  “Which	  are	  you	  referencing?”	  	  Lorraine	  looks	  at	  him.	  “There	  are	  several?”	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“He’s	  the	  one	  with	  the	  knife,”	  Sherri	  breathes.	  Her	  voice,	  pinched	  from	  many	  years	  of	  smoking,	   is	  almost	   inaudible.	   “It’s	  almost	  old-­‐fashioned,	  not	  having	  a	  gun.	  They’ve	  managed	  to	  corner	  him	  at	  least	  twice.”	  “No,	  we’re	  not	  covering	  that.”	  “But	  it’s	  so	  big—“	  “Has	  he	  hurt	  anyone?”	  Lorraine	  asks.	   It’s	  always	  been	   like	  her,	   to	  be	   jumpy	  about	  these	  things,	  sensationalized	  as	  they	  may	  be.	  Sloan	  always	  joked	  with	  her	  that	  she	  didn’t	  help	  things	  by	  marrying	  a	  newspaper	  editor,	  even	  if	  it	  was	  just	  local	  news.	  Sherri	  puts	  a	  hand	  to	  her	  chest.	  “Not	  yet.”	  “Calm	  down,	  the	  police	  will	  nab	  him	  in	  the	  end,”	  David	  says.	  He	  looks	  at	  the	  menu.	  	  “Dad,	  you	  can	  order	  whatever	  you	  want,”	  Jim	  says.	  “I	  didn’t	  know	  if	  you	  had	  eaten	  yet.”	  “They	  don’t	  have	  burgers?	  I	  thought	  they’d	  have	  burgers.”	  	  “No,	   Jim,	   it’s	   fine.	  We	  will	  have	   the	   little	   cakes	  and	   things.”	  Sherri	   smiles	  at	  Karen.	   “It’s	   generous	   enough	   that	   we’re	   here.	   Nobody	   gets	   on	   the	   list	   for	   these	  things	  so	  easy	  anymore.”	  “Dad,	  we	  can	  get	  you	  a	  burger.	  Just	  order	  whatever	  you	  want.”	  Jim	  is	  already	  calling	  to	  a	  waiter.	  “If	  it	  isn’t	  any	  trouble.”	  “Dad.”	  “You	  know	  you	  don’t	  have	  to	  do	  that,	  Jim,”	  begins	  Sherri.	  “It’s	  not—“	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“Is	   there	   anything	   you	   want,	   Sher?”	   David	   is	   tilting	   the	   menu	   towards	   his	  wife.	   She	   shakes	   her	   head.	   Another	   waiter	   brings	   out	   several	   trays	   of	   miniature	  sandwiches,	  scones,	  and	  cakes.	  David	  chuckles.	  “Thank	  god	  for	  burgers.”	  “Where’s	  Athena?”	  Sherri	  looks	  around	  the	  heavily	  decorated	  room.	  Jim	  and	  Karen	  named	  their	  five-­‐year-­‐old	  Athena,	  or	  at	  least,	  Karen	  named	  her	  Athena.	  Karen	  wanted	   to	   have	   five	   daughters	   and	   name	   them	   after	   some	   of	   Homer’s	   Muses.	  Apparently,	  Jim	  pointed	  out	  to	  her	  once	  that	  Athena	  wasn’t	  a	  muse,	  and	  that	  she	  got	  her	  classics	  all	  wrong.	  Sloan	  has	  only	  heard	  his	  half	  of	  the	  story.	  “By	  the	  tree.”	  Jim	  nods	  to	  the	  corner	  where	  the	  man	  in	  the	  teddy	  bear	  suit	  has	  finished	  the	  game	  and	  begun	  a	  story.	  He	  stacks	  his	  small	  plate	  with	  scones,	  and	  he’s	  ordered	  a	  brandy—the	  first,	  Sloan,	  predicts,	  of	  many	  of	  the	  evening.	  “I’m	  not	  sure	  if	  you	  can	  see	  her	  from	  here.”	  “She’s	  growing	  up	  too	  fast,”	  says	  Karen,	  now.	  	  Lorraine	   can	   only	   nod.	   	   It’s	   not	   a	   subject	   Lorraine	   can	   discuss	  with	   Karen.	  Cheerios	   on	   display	   and	   diapers	   on	   overflow	   in	   the	   bathroom:	   these	   are	   things	  Lorraine	  looks	  at	  in	  other	  people’s	  houses,	  tenderly,	  enviously,	  almost,	  Sloan	  would	  say,	  with	  nostalgia.	  	  Karen,	  this	  time,	  continues:	  “I	  know	  you	  two	  have	  been	  talking	  about	  starting	  a	   little	   family	   yourselves.”	   She	   smiles.	  Her	   teeth	   are	   not	   as	   flawless	   as	   one	  would	  expect.	  In	  fact,	  they	  are	  a	  bit	  stained.	  Lorraine	  stiffens.	  “Yes,”	  she	  says.	  “That’s	  what	  we	  were	  thinking	  about.”	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“What	  are	  your	  plans?”	  	  	   “Well,	  we	  were	  trying,”	  Sloan	  begins.	  “We	  encountered—“	  	   “We	  haven’t	  had	  any	  luck	  yet,”	  Lorraine	  says.	  “That’s	  all.”	  	   Karen	   nods.	   “It’s	   so	   strange,	   how	   difficult	   it	   can	   be	   the	   first	   time	   around.	  Harder	  than	  you	  expect.	  You	  spend	  so	  many	  years	  scared	  to	  death	  about	  getting	  that	  little	  positive	  sign,	  and	  then	  you	  spend	  even	   longer	  yearning	   for	   it.	   Jim	  and	  I	  were	  different,	   though.	   Athena	   was	   a	   bit	   of	   a	   surprise.”	   She	   laughs—so	   easy.	   “And	   I	  remember	  learning	  from	  my	  doctor	  that	  one	  in	  four	  babies	  are	  miscarried.	  Isn’t	  that	  number	  high?	  It’s	  a	  bit	  of	  a	  miracle,	  really.	  Birth,	  life.”	  	   Lorraine	  repeats:	  “A	  miracle.”	  She	  finishes	  the	  last	  bit	  of	  her	  tea	  and	  stands.	  “I’ll	  be	  back.”	  	   Karen	  watches	  her	  go.	  “I	  hope	  .	  .	  .	  “	  	   “Lorraine	  had	  a	  miscarriage	  last	  month,”	  Sloan	  says,	  low	  so	  only	  she	  can	  hear.	  	  	   “Oh!	  God.	  Christ.	  Sloan—“	  	   “She’ll	  be	  fine.	  You	  didn’t	  know.”	  	   Karen	  touches	  his	  hand.	  “Are	  you	  all	  right?	  How	  far	  along	  was	  she?”	  	   Sloan	  was	  fine—remarkably.	  It	  was	  easier	  for	  him,	  Lorraine	  had	  said	  already,	  several	  times.	  But	  there	  had	  been	  life	  for	  the	  first	  time,	  and	  it	  was	  because	  of	  both	  of	  them,	  together.	  Losing	  that	  isn’t	  easy	  for	  anybody.	  Sloan	  tells	  Karen:	  “Six	  weeks.”	  	   	  Sherri	  is	  saying:	  “Four	  attacks,	  I	  think.	  I	  mean,	  he	  hasn’t	  hurt	  anyone,	  I	  think	  he	  just,	  well,	  exposed	  himself	  at	  odd	  hours	  of	  the	  night.	  You	  know,	  women	  jogging	  by	  the	  river.”	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   “Sounds	   pretty	   standard	   to	   me,”	   Jim	   says.	   He	   laughs.	   “Nothing’s	   changed	  since	  college.”	  	   “Jim,”	  says	  Karen.	  “We’re	  still	  talking	  about	  this?”	  	   “But	  the	  police	  have	  confirmed	  that	  he	  has	  a	  knife,	  and	  he’s	  waved	  it	  around	  before.”	  	   “Waved	  it	  around?”	  	  	   Sherri	  nods.	  “Oh	  yes.”	  	   “So	  he	  knows	  how	  to	  threaten	  someone,”	  says	  Jim.	  	  	   “But	  he	  could	  act,	  at	  any	  moment!”	  	   “Sherri,	  I	  really	  don’t	  think	  you	  need	  to	  worry,”	  says	  Karen.	  “The	  police	  here	  are	  quite	  good.”	  	   “Been	  telling	  her	  that	  for	  weeks.”	  David	  winks	  at	  Sherri,	  who	  frowns.	  	   “The	  news	  covers	   these	   things	   for	  a	  reason,”	  she	  says	   firmly.	   “Serial	  killers,	  terrorists—“	  	   “It’s	  Christmastime!”	  	   “Exactly!”	   Sherri	   is	   nearly	   trembling	   with	   excitement,	   rigid	   on	   her	   chair.	  “People	  like	  that	  don’t	  think	  about	  holidays.	  They	  just	  don’t	  think	  at	  all.	  They	  have	  only	  one	  thing	  on	  their	  mind.”	  	   “I’m	   not	   sure	   all	   criminals	   are	   like	   that,”	   Sloan	   finally	   intervenes.	   “They’re	  people,	  just	  like	  us.”	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   “They’re	   people,	   Sloan,	   but	   they	   kill	   their	   neighbors.”	   It	   surprises	   Sloan	   to	  hear	   this	   from	  David,	  who	   unfolds	   his	   cloth	   napkin	   neatly,	   lays	   it	   on	   his	   lap,	   and	  inspects	  one	  of	  the	  tea	  cakes.	  	  	   “Please	   don’t	   bring	   this	   up	   around	  Athena,”	   Karen	   says.	   “I’m	   serious	   about	  that.	  It’s	  Christmastime,	  there’s	  too	  much	  magic	  still.”	  “Speaking	  of,”	  says	  Sherri.	  “Have	  we	  discussed	  what	  we	  will	  be	  doing	  	  yet?”	  	  “Well.”	  Karen	  sits	  back	  in	  her	  chair,	  eyes	  bright.	  “I’ve	  been	  desperate	  for	  some	  sun,	  and	  the	  only	  tickets	  I	  can	  find	  to	  anywhere	  at	  this	  time	  are	  tickets	  to	  Arizona.	  There	   will	   be	   something	   for	   Athena,	   there—a	   pool!	   And	   some	   Native	   American	  history.	  Arrow	  heads,	  things	  like	  that.”	  “Arizona?”	  David	  looks	  at	  Jim.	  Jim	  says,	  “It’s	  just	  a	  whim	  right	  now.	  We	  haven’t	  actually	  booked	  anything.”	  “You	  should	  come!”	  Karen	  says.	  “Why	  don’t	  you	  both	  come	  along?”	  “Arizona?”	   David	   repeats.	   Sherri	   has	   folded	   her	   hands	   in	   her	   lap	   and	   she	  kneads	  them	  together,	  looking	  back	  and	  forth	  between	  Jim	  and	  Karen.	  “We	  couldn’t	  possibly.”	  “You	   aren’t	   doing	   anything,	   Sherri!	   You	   and	   David	   never	   do	   anything	   for	  Christmas.”	  “Well—“	  “Athena	   will	   be	   thrilled,”	   Karen	   says.	   “Right,	   Jim?	   It	   will	   be	   a	   family	  Christmas.”	  David	  says,	  “We	  wouldn’t	  want	  to	  be	  a	  burden.	  .	  .”	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“Not	   a	   burden.	   In	   fact,	   you	   should	   go	   tell	   Athena	   now.”	   Karen	   smiles,	   and	  watches	   as	   Sherri	   and	   David	   slowly,	   uncomfortably	   stand	   and	   make	   their	   way	  towards	  the	  crowd	  of	  children,	  which	  has	  doubled	  in	  the	  past	  half	  hour.	  The	  man	  in	  the	   teddy	  bear	   suit	  has	  been	   replaced,	  but	   Sloan	   can’t	   see	   the	   substitute	  behind	  a	  large	  pillar	  festooned	  with	  poinsettias.	  	  Karen	  turns	  to	  Jim.	  Low,	  but	  Sloan	  can	  still	  hear:	  “Oh	  god.	  Can	  you	  imagine?	  Christmas	  with	  your	  parents.”	  Jim	  says,	  “I	  think	  the	  author	  is	  starting	  to	  read	  to	  the	  kids.”	  He	  waits	  for	  his	  brandy	  to	  arrive,	  downs	  it,	  and	  then	  gets	  up	  to	  follow.	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  When	  Lorraine	  returns	  from	  the	  bathroom,	  Karen	  straightens	  in	  her	  chair.	  	  	  “I’m	  so	  sorry	  about	  earlier,”	  she	  says	  the	  instant	  Lorraine	  sits	  down.	  “I	  didn’t	  mean	  to	  bring	  up	  what	  happened.”	  	   Lorraine	   lifts	   her	   hands	   in	   a	   gesture	   of	   forgiveness.	   Her	   face	   is	   calm.	   She	  doesn’t	  acknowledge	  Sloan.	   “Please	  don’t	  worry	  about	   it.	   It’s	  only	  natural	   that	  you	  would	  ask.”	  	   	  “You	  know	  I	  understand.	  You	  know	  how	  much	  I	  sympathize.”	  “Yes—“	  Karen	   leans	   in,	   as	   if	   Sloan	   isn’t	   even	   there.	   “I’m	   just	   so	   curious.	   You	   know,	  doctors	  these	  days.	  They	  all	  say	  different	  things…”	  Lorraine	  waits.	   Karen	   smiles.	   She	   ventures,	   of	   course:	   “What	   did	   yours	   tell	  you?”	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Sloan	  is	  standing	  as	  Lorraine	  says,	  “The	  doctor	  said	  something	  along	  the	  lines	  of,	  I	  don’t	  know	  what	  else	  to	  do,	  maybe	  just	  go	  home	  and	  fuck	  like	  bunnies.”	  	  “Oh!”	  “And	  so	  we	  did,”	  Lorraine	  continues.	  “Because	  let’s	  face	  it.	  The	  animal	  world	  fucks	  and	  sometimes	  you’ve	  just	  got	  to	  reduce	  the	  carnal	  act	  to	  what	  it	  is.	  Cold	  hard	  sex.”	   “Lorraine,”	  Sloan	  says.	  He	  looks	  around	  for	  a	  waiter	  to	  signal	  for	  more	  wine.	  	  	  She	  looks	  up	  at	  him.	  “Jim	  and	  Karen	  have	  been	  through	  this,	  too.	  We	  can	  all	  be	  honest.”	  “Well—“	  “I	   don’t	   even	  mind	   telling	   you	  what	   it	  was	   like,”	   Lorraine	   tells	  Karen.	   “You	  said	  that	  you	  were	  curious.	  You	  want	  to	  know	  what	  happened?	  There	  were	  cramps,	  to	  start.	  Like	  iron	  clamps.	  And,	  of	  course,	  nausea.	  I	  couldn’t	  move—you	  know	  when	  you	  simply	  can’t	  move?	  I	  just	  sat	  on	  the	  toilet	  and	  I	  said,	  oh	  God,	  it’s	  coming	  out	  of	  me,	  and	  what	  does	  Sloan	  do?	  He	  sits	  on	  the	  bed	  and	  asks,	  can	  I	  get	  you	  some	  mint	  ice-­‐cream.”	  “You	  love	  mint	  ice	  cream,”	  Sloan	  says.	  “Not	  when	  the	  fucking	  kid	  is	  pouring	  out	  of	  my	  uterus.”	  	  “Did	  you	  feel	   it?”	  Karen	  is,	  remarkably,	  moist-­‐eyed	  through	  all	  of	  this.	  Sloan	  looks	  around,	  spies	  Jim	  returning	  from	  the	  circle	  of	  children,	  steady	  on	  his	  feet.	  “The	  fetus?”	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“I	  wanted	  to	  reach	  in	  the	  toilet	  and	  pull	  it	  out	  and	  bury	  it	  somewhere,	  I	  don’t	  know,	   under	   our	   favorite	   tree,	   but	   let’s	   be	   honest.”	   Lorraine	   pauses.	   “I	   was	   also	  shitting	  the	  entire	  time.	  I	  wouldn’t	  have	  known	  what	  was	  what.”	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  “The	  author	  is	  sitting	  over	  there,”	  Jim	  tells	  Sloan.	  “He	  hasn’t	  read	  to	  the	  kids	  yet.	  You	  should	   go	   have	   a	   chat.	   Writer	   to	   writer,	   right?”	   After	   his	   brandy,	   Jim	   is	   more	  solicitous.	   Sloan	  always	  waits	   for	   this	   switch	   from	  Business	  Suit	   to	  Everyman.	   Jim	  the	   Everyman	   treats	   Sloan	   like	   a	   college	   buddy,	   a	   brother-­‐in-­‐arms,	   as	   if	   they	   can	  count	  vast	  experience	  between	  them.	  “I’d	  be	  happy	  to	  introduce	  you.”	  	   Sloan	   has	   always	   11risbee11	   at	   this	   presumption	   that	   those	   with	   money	  have,	   the	   presumption	   of	   authority	   in	   bringing	   people	   together.	   The	   right	   of	  introduction,	  initiation.	  The	  author	  is	  a	  short	  fellow	  in	  a	  button-­‐down,	  with	  a	  mane	  of	  unkempt	  hair	  and	  glasses	  that	  make	  him	  look	  nervous.	  He	  is	  standing	  near	  a	  table	  where	  an	  Asian	  woman	  sits,	  and	  they	  are	  talking	  together.	  	   Lorraine,	   idly	   stirring	   the	  dregs	  of	  her	  martini,	   says,	   “You	   should	  go,	   Sloan.	  You	  like	  meeting	  other	  writers.”	  Sloan	  knows	  that	  this,	  not	  the	  earlier	  speech,	  is	  her	  way	  of	  getting	  at	  him.	  He	  makes	  a	  point	  of	  kissing	  her	  forehead	  before	  allowing	  Jim	  to	  walk	  him	  over.	  	   “Mr.	  Ludwig,”	  Jim	  says.	  “Sloan	  here	  edits	  the	  local	  paper.”	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   Sloan	  feels	  like	  he’s	  back	  in	  college,	  or	  better	  yet,	  high	  school,	  meeting	  alums	  and	  shaking	  hands,	  pretending	  to	  understand	  the	  great	  importance	  of	  connections.	  “Pleasure	  to	  meet	  you.”	  	   The	  author’s	  handshake	  is	  limp.	  Sloan	  notices	  that	  he	  blinks	  a	  lot	  behind	  his	  glasses;	  it’s	  painful	  to	  watch.	  “Which	  paper?”	  	   “The	  Heritage.”	  	   “Yes,	   I	  see.”	  He	  waves	  at	   Jim,	  who	   is	  on	  his	  way	  back	  to	   the	   table.	   “So	  what	  brings	  you	  to	  such	  an	  event	  as	  this?”	  	   “My	  wife	  and	  I	  know	  Jim	  and	  Karen,	  lived	  near	  them	  for	  a	  time.”	  The	  author	  nods.	   Up	   close,	   he	   looks	   even	   more	   unkempt.	   Sloan	   asks,	   “What	   exactly	   do	   you	  write?”	  	  	   “I	   guess	   the	   populace	   calls	   it	   ‘thrillers,’”	   he	   says.	   “Dense	   plots,	   someone	  always	  wanting	  something	  and	  not	  being	  able	   to	  get	   it,	  but	   someone	  gets	   it	   in	   the	  end.	  Probably	  not	  what	  you	  encounter	  with	  your	  paper.”	  	  	   “No,”	  says	  Sloan.	  “Although	  a	  lot	  of	  news	  boils	  down	  to	  what	  people	  want.”	  	   “The	   bottom	   line,	   right?”	   The	   author	   adjusts	   his	   glasses.	   “Well,	   that’s	   the	  world.”	  	   “Do	  you	  enjoy	  writing?”	  	  “It’s	  good	  fun.	  Really,	  a	  lot	  of	  it	  is	  just	  instinct,	  like	  being	  slapped	  in	  the	  knee,”	  he	  says.	  “You	  don’t	  even	  need	  that	  much	  of	  a	  sense	  of	  what	  people	  are	  looking	  for.	  And	  here	  I	  am,	  reading	  to	  kids	  with	  snot	  all	  over	  their	  faces.”	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   “We	  all	  do	  what	  we	  have	  to,”	  Sloan	  says.	  The	  author	  looks	  at	  him	  as	  if	  he	  has	  just	  said	  the	  wrong	  thing.	  	  	   “This	  is	  my	  partner,	  Alex,”	  he	  says,	  taking	  the	  arm	  of	  the	  Asian	  woman	  at	  the	  table.	  She	  barely	  smiles,	  not	  bothering	  to	  stand.	  They	  are	  the	  most	  unlikely	  couple	  Sloan	  thinks	  he	  has	  ever	  seen:	  she,	  taller	  than	  him,	  reedy	  and	  almost	  cruel.	  	  	  	   There	  is	  not	  much	  more	  to	  say,	  and	  so	  Sloan	  tells	  him	  that	  he	  looks	  forward	  to	  reading	  his	  work	  and	  wishes	  him	  all	  the	  best	  in	  the	  industry.	  	   Back	   at	   the	   table,	   Lorraine	   has	   gone	   off	   somewhere.	   “Outside,”	   Karen	   tells	  him,	   “for	   some	   air.”	   It	   is	   just	   the	   two	   of	   them,	   and	   Sloan	   knows	   that	   it	   would	   be	  perfectly	  acceptable	  to	  go	  off	  and	  follow	  his	  wife,	  that	  Karen	  wouldn’t	  mind,	  but	  he	  still	  takes	  a	  seat.	  “Did	  you	  learn	  anything	  new?”	  she	  asks.	  	   Sloan	   shrugs.	   “Not	   particularly.	   Just	   meeting	   another	   writer	   doesn’t	   do	   as	  much	  as	  some	  people	  think.”	  	   Karen	  nods	  as	  if	  she	  understands.	  “I’m	  not	  sure	  where	  Jim	  ran	  to,”	  she	  says,	  but	   she	   doesn’t	   even	   look	   around.	   She	   looks	   down	   at	   her	   hands,	   and	   then	   starts	  reorganizing	   everything	   in	   front	   of	   her.	   “I	   hope	   that	   you’ve	   been	   having	   a	   good	  time.”	  	   Sloan	  nods.	  “Thank	  you,	  again,	  for	  inviting	  us.”	  	   “Of	  course,	  of	  course.	  It	  means	  a	  lot	  to	  both	  of	  us.	  You	  and	  Lorraine	  have	  been	  great	  friends	  over	  the	  years.”	  Karen	  is	  still	  rearranging.	  There	  is	  a	  little	  pile	  of	  sugar	  to	  the	  left	  of	  her	  hand,	  however,	  which	  she	  has	  not	  yet	  touched.	  “You	  know,	  I	  used	  to	  write.”	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   “What	  type	  of	  writing?”	  	   “Oh,	  little	  things	  here	  and	  there.	  Sometimes	  a	  phrase	  or	  a	  sentence	  would	  pop	  into	   my	   brain	   and	   I’d	   have	   to	   write	   it	   down.	   I	   have	   boxes	   of	   paper	   scraps,	  somewhere,	  with	  them.”	  She	  laughs.	  “Isn’t	  that	  odd?”	  	   Sloan	  shrugs.	  “Not	  at	  all.”	  	   “I’m	  not	  even	  sure	   if	   it	  was	  poetry.	  Certainly	  not	  a	  story.	  Stupid	  words.	  But	  I’ve	  thought	  about	  writing	  stories.”	  	   “You	  should	  do	  it.”	  Karen	  reflects.	  “I	  don’t	  have	  the	  time.”	  	  Through	  the	  tinted	  windows	  of	  the	  sixth	  floor,	  Sloan	  can	  see	  the	  sky	  starting	  to	  color.	  It	  surprises	  him	  every	  time,	  how	  early	  the	  sun	  sets	  in	  December,	  even	  in	  the	  city.	  “Who	  learns	  anything	  in	  their	  spare	  time	  anyways,”	  he	  says.	  	  “What	  do	  you	  mean?”	  	  “Take	  relationships.”	  Sloan	  is	  beginning	  to	  feel	  the	  effects	  of	  the	  sweets:	  tired,	  low,	  his	  heart	  beating	  with	  too	  much	  effort.	  “Open	  any	  magazine	  and	  you	  see	  all	  of	  these	  tips	  about	  working	  on	  friendships	  and	  romantic	  partners	  in	  your	  spare	  time.	  No	  one	  has	  spare	  time	  these	  days,	  even	  to	  fix	  the	  things	  we	  think	  matter	  most.”	  He	  pauses.	   “That’s	   why	   most	   of	   those	   self-­‐help	   columns	   are	   about	   sex.	   Make	   your	  partner	  feel	  good	  in	  bed	  because	  people	  always	  have	  time	  for	  that.”	  “You	  think	  so?”	  Karen	  has	  started	  to	  frown,	  but	  she	  has	  stopped	  moving	  china	  and	  has	  let	  her	  hands	  rest.	  Her	  fingers	  are	  small,	  like	  a	  child’s.	  “Absolutely.	  It’s	  sad,	  but	  that’s	  how	  it	  is.	  Just	  different	  types	  of	  dedication.”	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“Dedication.”	  	  	  “Yes.	  We	  choose	  different	   types.”	  He	   is	   aware	   that	  Karen	   is	   really	   listening,	  maybe	  even	  taking	  his	  words	  to	  heart,	  and	  the	  thought	  isn’t	  funny	  or	  terrifying—it	  simply	  is.	  He	  goes	  on:	  “What	  people	  are	  missing	  is	  dedication.	  Or	  at	  least,	  the	  right	  kind	   of	   dedication.	   I	  mean,	  what	   happens	  when	   you	   spend	   all	   of	   your	   spare	   time	  reading	  those	  columns	  in	  Cosmo	  or	  whatever,	  all	  of	  those	  advice	  columns	  to	  Auntie	  Annie,	  and	  all	  of	  a	  sudden,	  you	  wake	  up	  at	  forty,	  fifty,	  in	  a	  mid-­‐life	  crisis?	  What	  if	  one	  day	  we	  wake	  up	  realizing	  we’ve	  been	  dedicating	  our	  lives	  to	  completely	  the	  wrong	  things?”	  	  “What’s	   the	   solution	   to	   that?”	   says	   Karen.	   The	   tone	   of	   her	   voice	   is	   nearly	  desperate.	  Sloan	  can	  see	  the	  wrinkles	  gathered	  next	  to	  her	  eyes,	  like	  fermatas.	  “Yes,	  but	  what’s	  the	  solution?”	  	  Sloan	  thinks.	  “I	  don’t	  know.	  Certainly	  not	  sex.”	  He	  still	  feels	  tired,	  too	  tired	  for	  how	   early	   it	   is,	   and	   all	   of	   a	   sudden	   he	  wants	   his	  wife—wants	   Lorraine	   to	   just	   be	  sitting	  next	  to	  him,	  even	  if	  she	  is	  timid	  and	  quiet,	  or	  angry.	  	  A	  waiter	  brings	  David’s	  burger,	  and	  Sloan	  watches	  him	  move	  the	  teapots	  and	  glasses	  to	  set	  the	  large	  white	  plate	  down.	  	  “David	  will	  be	  wanting	  his	  burger,”	  Sloan	  says,	  and	  this	  does	  it:	  he	  laughs.	  	  Karen	  reaches	  out	  and	  holds	  his	  wrist.	  Her	  grip	   is	  warm	  and	  small.	   “Sloan,”	  she	   begins,	   and	   Sloan	  waits.	  He	   expects	  what	  will	   come,	   and	   he	   acknowledges	   its	  coming	  without	  the	  slightest	  concern	  or	  care.	  Because,	  in	  the	  end,	  that’s	  what	  people	  want:	  to	  tell	  other	  people	  how	  unhappy	  they	  are.	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But	  Jim	  is	  back,	  sweating	  and	  tugging	  at	  his	  collar.	  “They	  have	  the	  heat	  turned	  up	  too	  high	  in	  here,”	  he	  says.	  “I’ve	  been	  talking	  to	  my	  parents.”	  He	  looks	  at	  Sloan	  and	  Karen.	   “Do	   you	  want	   something	   to	   drink?	   I	   think	   I’d	   like	   another	   brandy.	   Or	   gin.	  Anything.”	  “No,	   sweetie.	   Your	   dad’s	   burger	   arrived,”	   Karen	   says,	   and	   he	   looks	   at	   it	  vaguely.	  	  “Yes,	  he’ll	  want	  that.”	  Jim	  continues	  to	  stand,	  sweating,	  looking	  confused.	  “Is	  everything	  okay?”	  It	  is	  strange	  to	  hear	  him	  asking	  this.	  “Yes,	   yes.”	  Karen	  has	   removed	  her	  hand	   from	  Sloan’s	  wrist	   and	   is	   finishing	  the	  last	  of	  her	  cake.	  “Where	  are	  your	  parents?”	  Jim	  runs	  a	  hand	   through	  his	  hair.	   “In	   the	   lobby.	  They’re	   leaving.	  We	  should	  say	  goodbye.	  I	  need	  to	  find	  my	  mother’s	  purse.	   .	   .	  Karen,	  get	  Athena	  so	  she	  can	  say	  goodbye	  to	  her	  grandparents?”	  Karen	   frowns.	   “What	   happened.	   Are	   they	   upset	   about	   Arizona?	   Because	   if	  they’re	  upset	  about	  Arizona,	  that’s	  a	  bit	  selfish,	  because	  we	  invited	  them—“	  “No,	  it’s	  not	  about	  Arizona.	  Christ.	  Athena,	  please?”	  “Yes!”	  Sloan	   follows	   Jim	   out	   into	   the	   lobby,	   where	   David	   and	   Sherri	   are	   waiting,	  already	  in	  their	  coats.	  Jim	  hands	  Sherri	  her	  purse.	  	  “Thank	  you,	  son.	  I’m	  sure	  we’ll	  talk	  some	  more?”	  “We’ll	  see,”	  Jim	  says.	  “Thank	  you	  for	  coming.	  Karen	  and	  Athena	  are	  on	  their	  way.”	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They	  wait,	  everyone	  avoiding	  each	  other’s	  eyes,	  until	  a	   little	  girl	   in	  a	  purple	  dress	   runs	   up,	   Karen	   behind	   her.	   Even	   at	   five,	   Athena	   is	   muscled	   like	   a	   colt,	   her	  stride	  aggressive.	  While	  their	  attention	  is	  diverted,	  David	  pulls	  Sloan	  aside.	  “It	  was	  good	  to	  see	  you,”	  he	  says.	  Sloan,	  surprised,	  nods.	  “Glad	  we	  could	  meet	  again.”	  David	   leans	   in.	   “You	  know,	  you’ve	  got	  a	  good	   life,	  Sloan,”	  David	  says.	   “I	   can	  see	  it,	  you	  and	  Lorraine.	  You’re	  good	  people.”	  “Thank	  you—“	  “And	  good	  people	  do	  the	  right	  thing,	  and	  I’m	  just	  trying	  to	  do	  the	  right	  thing.	  I	  know	  Jim	  thinks	  different,	  but	  I’m	  just	  trying	  to	  do	  the	  right	  thing.”	  Up	  close,	  David’s	  eyes	  are	  anxious.	  “I	  hope	  you’ll	  tell	  him	  that	  if	  he	  asks.”	  “If	  he	  asks,”	  says	  Sloan.	  	  “You	  have	  a	   father,	   I’m	   sure,”	  he	   continues,	   talking	   fast	  now.	   “And	   I’m	  sure	  you’re	  good	   to	  him,	   that	  you	  know	  what	  he	  needs,	  and	  you	  would	  help	  him	   if	  you	  knew	  he	  was	  in	  need.”	  “David,”	  says	  Sloan.	  “I	  think	  Jim	  and	  Karen	  are	  waiting.”	  He	  looks	  over	  to	  the	  doors,	  gives	  a	  quick	  smile,	  and	  shakes	  Sloan’s	  hand.	  “Of	  course.	  Well.	  Good	  luck	  to	  you.	  Sherri,	  let’s	  go.”	  He	  barely	  glances	  at	  Jim	  on	  his	  way	  out.	   They	   pass	   through	   the	  moving	   glass	   doors	   and	   into	   the	   cold,	   Sherri	  with	   her	  anxious	  shuffle	  and	  David	  sure	  and	  slow.	  Athena	  says,	  “I’m	  glad	  they’re	  gone!”	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Karen	   takes	   her	   wrist.	   “You’ll	   never	   say	   that	   again,”	   she	   tells	   her.	   “We’re	  going	  back	  upstairs.”	  Athena,	  instead	  of	  crying,	  yanks	  away	  and	  runs	  to	  the	  elevator.	  	  Jim	  finally	  says	  to	  Sloan,	  “He	  just	  asked	  me	  for	  fifty	  grand.	  Can	  you	  believe	  it?”	  “What	  for?”	  	  	   Jim	  shakes	  his	  head.	  “God	  knows	  I’ve	  worked	  the	  hardest	  of	  all	  seven,	  but	  I’ve	  just	  done	  what	  I’m	  good	  at.	  I	  could	  have	  done	  football,	  like	  everybody	  wanted	  me	  to	  do,	  but	  it	  wasn’t	  what	  I	  was	  good	  at.	  But	  fifty	  grand.	  I’ve	  got	  it,	  Sloan,	  and	  you	  and	  I	  both	  know	  it,	  but	  where	  do	  you	  draw	  the	  line?”	  	   The	  glass	  doors	  swing	  and	  Lorraine	  walks	  in.	  Her	  arms	  are	  crossed	  and	  she	  isn’t	  wearing	  a	  coat.	  	   “There	  you	  are,”	  says	  Sloan.	  “Where	  were	  you?”	  	   “Thinking,”	   she	   says.	   She	   gives	   him	   a	   tight	   smile.	   “Has	   everyone	   left?”	  Without	  waiting	  for	  an	  answer,	  she	  goes	  toward	  the	  elevators.	  	   *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  The	  waiters	  are	  just	  starting	  to	  clear	  the	  tea	  trays	  when	  Sloan	  hears	  it—they	  all	  hear	  it:	  a	  distant	  peppering	  of	  sound.	  It	  stops	  after	  a	  few	  seconds	  before	  beginning	  again.	  Sloan	   is	   used	   to	   such	   sounds,	   as	   there’s	   a	  military	   base	   nearby,	   but	   Lorraine	   and	  Karen	  both	  listen	  intently.	  	   “What	  do	  you	  think	  that	  is?”	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   “Who	   knows?”	   Jim	   stares	   into	   his	   dwindling	   brandy.	   “Maybe	   it’s	   the	   serial	  killer.”	  	   “Jim!”	  Karen	  motions	  to	  Athena,	  who	  is	  falling	  asleep	  in	  a	  chair.	  	  	   “No	  surprise.”	  	   	  “Do	  you	  feel	  that?	  The	  building	  is	  starting	  to	  shake.”	  Karen	  has	  her	  hands	  on	  the	  table.	  	  	   “You’re	   imagining	   things,”	   Lorraine	   says.	   The	   waiters	   are	   beginning	   to	  congregate	  by	  the	  windows.	  Of	  the	  parents	  who	  are	  left,	  some	  join	  them,	  peering	  out	  into	  the	  darkness.	  	   “Maybe	   it’s	   just	   a	   patriotic	   demonstration,”	   Jim	   continues.	   “Which	   has	  somehow	  intervened	  in	  the	  serial	  killer’s	  plans.”	  	   “Jim!”	  	   The	   sound	   has	   become	   a	   low	   and	   steady	   drone.	   “Maybe	   I	   should	   call	  someone,”	  Karen	  says.	  	   “It’s	  just	  a	  noise.	  Although	  we	  should	  be	  getting	  home.”	  Jim	  stands	  and	  starts	  putting	  on	  his	  coat.	  Lorraine	  is	  more	  reluctant.	  She	  whispers	  to	  Sloan,	  “Do	  you	  think	  we	  should	  be	  worried?”	  	   Down	  in	  the	  lobby,	  there’s	  a	  larger	  crowd	  than	  upstairs.	  Parents	  more	  tired-­‐looking	  than	  before,	  and	  clinging,	  crying,	  and	  sleeping	  children.	  The	  front	  doors	  are	  shut	  and	  several	  security	  guards	  cluster	  near	  the	  entrance.	  	   There’s	  an	  announcement	  being	  made:	  a	  manager,	  holding	  his	  hands	  up,	  but	  Sloan	  can’t	  make	  out	  the	  words.	  The	  crowd	  shifts,	  moves,	  spreads	  out	  to	  corners	  of	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the	   room.	   People	   sit	   along	   the	  wall,	   some	   get	   in	   line	   again	   for	   the	   elevator.	   Sloan	  spies	   the	   author	   and	   his	   Asian	   partner	   over	   by	   the	   bay	   windows,	   standing	   and	  talking	  fervently.	  	   “They’re	  keeping	  us	  in	  here,”	  Karen	  says.	  “Jim,	  did	  you	  hear	  why?”	  	   “They’ll	  let	  us	  out	  once	  they	  confirm	  it’s	  safe,”	  a	  woman	  tells	  her.	  	  	   “Safe?”	  	   The	  woman	  shrugs.	  “Probably	  just	  a	  bomb	  scare.	  Or	  a	  parade.”	  She	  laughs—she	  is	  the	  only	  one.	  “I	  guess	  we	  wait.”	  Jim	  puts	  his	  arm	  around	  Karen.	  “Let’s	  go	  back	  upstairs.	  No	  point	  in	  staying	  here.	  Sloan?	  Lorraine?”	  “We’ll	  stay	  here,”	  says	  Lorraine.	  “It’s	  been	  good	  to	  see	  you.”	  They	  all	  embrace	  again,	  but	  it’s	  hurried	  this	  time,	  disinterested.	  There	  is	  the	  sense	  that	  both	  parties	  are	  just	  as	  eager	  to	  be	  rid	  of	  each	  other.	  	  Sloan	   and	   Lorraine	   sit	   down	   on	   the	   carpet	   next	   to	   two	   giant	   potted	   ferns.	  Lorraine	   takes	  her	  heels	  off	   and	  stares	  at	   the	  other	  groups	  of	  people,	   the	  whining	  children,	   the	   Christmas	   decorations	   that	   all	   seem	   smaller	   and	   more	   faded—overused.	   There	   is	   one	   woman	   over	   by	   the	   doors	   who	   is	   having	   a	   heated	  conversation	  with	   one	   of	   the	   guards.	   The	   flower	   in	   her	   hair	   trembles	  with	   every	  gesticulation.	  Sloan	  wants	  to	  say:	  “It’s	  going	  to	  be	  okay,”	  but	  he	  knows	  neither	  of	   them	  is	  worried	  about	  that,	  necessarily.	  	  	   “It’d	  be	  funny,	  wouldn’t	  it,”	  Lorraine	  says	  softly.	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   “What?”	  	   “If	  we	  were	   just	  stuck	  here,	  with	  a	  bunch	  of	  kids	  and	  teddy	  bears,	  and	  they	  forgot	  about	  us.	  If	  the	  entire	  city	  shut	  down.”	  “That	  probably	  isn’t	  going	  to	  happen,	  but	  yes,	  it	  would	  be	  funny.”	  Lorraine,	   tentatively,	   rests	   her	   head	   against	   Sloan’s	   shoulder.	   “Maybe	   we	  should	  try	  again	  tonight,”	  she	  says.	  	  	   “You’ve	  had	  a	  few	  drinks.	  We	  both	  have.”	  “It	   doesn’t	  matter.	   It	  might	   even	   help.	   The	   doctor	   says	   I’m	  my	  most	   fertile	  now,	  after	  a	  miscarriage.”	  She	  pauses.	  “I	  only	  want	  one.	  Just	  one.”	  	  With	  his	  chin	  pressing	  into	  her	  hair,	  Sloan	  can’t	  see	  her	  eyes	  from	  here.	  Her	  voice	  sounds	  far	  away.	  	  	   “Sloan?”	  “What.”	  	  	  “Can	  we	  go	  back?”	  “What?	  Lorraine.”	  “Before	   all	   of	   this.	   You	   know,	   sleeping	   in	   until	   eleven	   and	   kissing	   on	   the	  subway	  and	  talking	  about	  what	  we’ll	  be	  like	  at	  thirty-­‐five.”	  “You’re	  tired,	  my	  love,”	  Sloan	  says.	  	  “When	  you	  said,	  tell	  me	  everything	  about	  yourself.	  I	  want	  to	  know	  everything	  about	  you,	  I	  want	  to	  marry	  you—”	  “Yes?”	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“Can	  we	  go	  back	  to	  that?	  Sloan?”	  She	  turns	  her	  head	  now,	  to	  look	  up	  at	  him.	  “Can	  we	  go	  back	  to	  that?”	  Sloan	  takes	  her	  hand.	  Together	  they	  wait.	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 The	  Last	  Best	  Place	  	  	  	  On	  Thursday	  Dean	  borrowed	  his	   cousin’s	   suit,	   filled	  his	   truck	  with	  gas,	   and	  drove	  two	  hours	  to	  Polson	  for	  his	  father’s	  wedding	  reception.	  	  	   Polson	  was	  less	  a	  town	  than	  a	  lake	  sprawl,	  with	  houses,	  churches	  and	  a	  high	  school	  hidden	   from	  the	  main	  road	  and	  tucked	   into	   the	  neighboring	  hills.	  Dean	  ran	  track	   there	   as	   a	   sophomore,	   against	   the	   Polson	   Pirates,	   made	   up	   largely	   then	   of	  Native	  Americans	  who	   sat	   grouped	   together	   at	   the	  edge	  of	   the	   field	   in	   their	  black	  and	  orange	   track	   suits	   and	  watched	   the	  other	   teams	  with	  what	  everyone	   took	   for	  quiet	  malice.	  Polson	  was	  also	  where	  his	  father’s	  sister	  Leslie	  and	  her	  husband	  lived.	  As	  a	  kid,	  Dean	  had	  spent	  cold	  Easters	  at	   their	  place,	  eating	  buffalo	  burgers	  on	   the	  patio	  while	  his	  uncles	  drank	  and	  played	  Frisbee	  golf	  in	  the	  woods.	  	   The	   reception	  was	   at	   the	   house	  Dean’s	   father	   had	   bought	   years	   ago,	  when	  Dean	  was	  six	  and	  property	  on	  Flathead	  Lake	  was	  cheap.	  The	  house	  had	  been	  made	  in	   the	   seventies	   and	   was	   large	   and	   drafty,	   with	   orange	   carpet,	   but	   Hanna	   found	  something	   to	   love	   in	   it	   and	  worked	   two	   summers	   to	  make	   it	   into	   the	  waterfront	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cottage	  it	  presently	  was.	  Dean	  was	  surprised	  that	  his	  father	  hadn’t	  sold	  the	  place	  by	  now.	  Hanna	  had	  been	  dead	  for	  almost	  a	  decade,	  and	  Dean’s	  father	  hadn’t	  been	  in	  Big	  Sky	  country	  since	  Dean	  had	  graduated	  from	  high	  school.	  Dean	  was	  thirty	  minutes	  late.	  He	  parked	  behind	  all	  of	  the	  cars	  and	  walked	  up	  the	  driveway.	  Music	  came	  from	  the	  shore.	  Large	  white	  bows	  encircled	  the	  trunks	  of	  the	   birches	   in	   front	   of	   the	   house.	   In	   the	   backyard	   there	  were	   cocktail	   tables	  with	  flowers,	  a	  dance	  floor	  and	  speakers,	  and	  a	  casual	  bar	  under	  some	  trees.	  Dean	  could	  see	  bits	  of	  lake	  through	  them,	  green	  because	  it	  was	  June,	  and	  boats	  dipping	  into	  the	  shore.	   Thirty	  or	  so	  guests	  stood	  around	  drinking	  and	  eating.	  Dean	  recognized	  only	  Uncle	  Steele	  and	  Leslie,	  a	  few	  cousins,	  and	  his	  dad’s	  college	  buddy,	  Jerry,	  up	  on	  the	  patio	  where	  a	  barbecue	  smoked.	  Steele’s	  belt	  buckle	  caught	  the	  late	  afternoon	  sun.	  Leslie,	   wearing	   the	   same	   short	   polka-­‐dotted	   dress	   Dean	   remembered	   from	   those	  early	  Easters,	   leaned	  back	  in	  a	  lawn	  chair	  and	  smoked.	  Dean	  took	  a	  beer	  and	  went	  down	  by	  the	  trees	  before	  they	  could	  notice	  him.	  	  When	  he	  was	  on	  a	  second	  PBR,	  shouts	  came	  from	  the	  driveway.	  The	  trio	  on	  the	  patio	   turned	  as	   the	  bride	  and	  groom	  appeared.	  With	  his	  new	  wife	  on	  his	  arm,	  Dean’s	   father	   looked	  younger	   than	  he	  should	  have.	  Amber	  was	  as	   tall	   as	  ever	   in	  a	  simple,	  pale	  yellow	  dress,	  her	  red	  hair	  done	  up	  with	  flowers.	  Someone	  turned	  up	  the	  speakers	  so	  that	  Kenny	  Chesney	  boomed	  out	  across	  the	  lake,	  and	  Dean	  stood	  deep	  in	  the	  shade	  of	  the	  trees,	  drinking	  slowly	  and	  watching	  his	  father—how	  well	  his	  suit	  fit	  him,	  how	  happy	  he	  looked.	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*	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  When	  people	  started	  milling	  about	  again	  and	  the	  music	  turned	  down,	  Dean	  went	  up	  to	  his	  father,	  who	  was	  alone	  for	  a	  moment	  by	  the	  bar.	  	  	   “Dad.”	  He	   turned	   with	   a	   martini	   in	   hand.	   Most	   likely,	   he	   would	   be	   the	   only	   one	  tonight.	  Drinking	  martinis,	  Dean	  had	  realized,	  was	  one	  of	  the	  first	  of	  the	  things	  his	  father	  started	  doing	  to	  set	  himself	  apart	  from	  his	  Montana	  family.	  Drinking	  martinis,	  collecting	   watches	   (not	   rifles),	   and	   subscribing	   to	   (but	   never	   really	   reading)	   The	  New	  Yorker.	  	  “Dean.	  It’s	  been	  a	  while.	  My	  god,	  it’s	  been	  a	  while.”	  	  “Congrats,	  dad.”	  Dean	  held	  out	  his	  hand	  before	  his	  father	  could	  lean	  in	  for	  an	  embrace.	  	  “Man’s	  grip.	  How	  are	  you,	  knucklehead?”	  It	  was	  the	  term	  his	  father	  had	  called	  him	   growing	   up,	   a	   nickname	   Dean	   thought	   was	   unique	   until	   he	   heard	   it	   used	  amongst	  his	  father’s	  college	  friends.	  	   “Good.	  Haven’t	  been	  up	  to	  Polson	  in	  years.”	  	  “That	  makes	  two	  of	  us.	  Still	  working	  at	  that	  old	  inn,	  the	  Downtowner?”	  	  	   It	  was	   funny	   that	   he	   called	   it	   “that	   old	   inn,”	   as	   if	   it	  were	   a	   quaint	   bed	   and	  breakfast	   in	   a	   resort	   town.	   “Yeah,”	   Dean	   said.	   “And	   up	   at	   the	   brewery	   now.	   It’s	  gotten	   popular	   with	   the	   tourists.”	   Dean	   had	   told	   him	   this,	   on	   the	   phone	   a	   few	  months	   ago,	   when	   his	   father	   had	   called	   with	   the	   news.	   It	   was	   something	   he	   had	  become	  used	  to:	  repeating	  details,	  re-­‐hashing	  a	  life.	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   “No	   kidding.”	   His	   father	   squinted	   as	   he	   always	   had,	   when	   something	   was	  painful	   in	  some	  way—too	   funny	  or	   too	  sad—or	  when	  he	  was	   lying.	  The	  habit	  had	  brought	  permanent	  creases	  to	  his	  Roman	  nose.	  “And	  now	  here	  we	  are.”	  	   Dean	   looked	  up	  at	   the	   lakehouse.	   Its	  windows	  were	  open	  and	  he	  could	   see	  yellow	  curtains	  moving	  in	  and	  out	  of	  them	  with	  the	  breeze	  from	  the	  water.	  “Here	  we	  are.	  What	  made	  you	  have	   the	   reception	   at	   this	  place?	   I	   thought	   you’d	  be	  down	   in	  California,”	  he	  said.	  	  	   “So	   did	   I.”	   His	   father	   gave	   a	   playful	   grimace.	   “It	   was	   Amber’s	   choice.	   She	  wanted	  to	  get	  away	  from	  Berkeley.”	  He	  nodded	  over	  to	  Steele.	  “And	  I’ve	  got	  family.”	  	   Dean’s	  father	  was	  the	  middle	  child	  of	  six.	  He	  had	  been	  the	  only	  one	  of	  these	  six	  to	  leave	  the	  Flathead	  Valley,	  when	  Hanna	  died,	  and	  join	  a	  company	  down	  on	  the	  coast.	  Every	  other	  Nixon,	   Irish	  and	  not-­‐so-­‐Catholic,	   stayed	   in	  Montana,	   living	   slow	  and	  inside	  lives	  and	  feeling	  entitled,	  every	  once	  in	  a	  while,	  to	  ask	  Dean’s	  father	  for	  money.	  	  	   “Only	  Steele	  and	  Leslie?”	  Dean	  said.	  	   His	  father	  shrugged.	  “We’ll	  see	  who	  was	  bothered	  to	  actually	  make	  the	  trip.	  Want	  another?”	  His	  father	  was	  already	  reaching,	  balancing	  his	  martini	   in	  his	  palm,	  already	  watching	  the	  crowd	  for	  who	  to	  talk	  to	  next.	  	  	   “I’m	   good.”	   Dean	   nodded	   to	   the	   guests,	   dancing	   clumsy	   and	   tipsy	   to	   slow	  country	  music.	  Dean	  hated	   country	  music,	   as	  had	  Hanna.	   She	   complained	   that	   the	  singers	   always	   sang	   about	   the	   same	   three	   things:	   women,	   trucks,	   and	   women.	   “I	  don’t	  want	  to	  keep	  you	  from	  everybody.”	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   Dean’s	  father	  clamped	  a	  hand	  on	  his	  shoulder,	  by	  way	  of	  thanks.	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  He	  stood	  and	  drank	  and	  watched	  his	  father	  and	  Amber	  dance.	  	  It	  really	  wasn’t	  that	  strange	  after	  all,	  Dean	  thought	  on	  his	  third	  beer,	  to	  see	  them	  together,	  to	  know	  that	  they	  were	  married.	  Hanna	  had	  had	  red	  hair,	  too,	  although	  hers	  had	  been	  more	  of	  a	  light	   copper	   than	   Amber’s	   auburn.	   “I’m	   a	   big	   red	   dog,	   shedding	   and	   shedding,”	  Hanna	  sang	  when	  it	  started	  falling	  out,	  even	  when	  Dean	  was	  too	  old	  for	  songs.	  She	  had	   big	   green	   eyes,	   which	   looked	   bigger	   when	   she	   went	   bald,	   and	   sometimes	  frightened	  Dean.	  	   Although	  Amber	  couldn’t	  be	  more	  than	  twenty-­‐seven,	  people	  would	   forgive	  the	  age	  difference.	  Amber	  was	  old	  for	  her	  age.	  Old	  and	  cultured.	  She	  had	  moved	  to	  the	  Valley	  when	  she	  was	  in	  the	  second	  grade,	  from	  Walla	  Walla,	  so	  her	  family	  wasn’t	  generational	  and	  genuine	  like	  the	  Strellnauer,	  Viscomi,	  or	  Harris	  families.	  Her	  father,	  an	   odd,	   quiet	  man,	   did	   social	  work	   in	   Kalispell,	  while	   her	  mother	   opened	   a	   store	  called	   Crystal	   Winters	   downtown,	   which	   still	   sold	   things	   like	   energy	   stones	   and	  incense.	  Amber	  often	  worked	  the	  counter,	  when	  she	  was	  old	  enough	  to	  man	  the	  till.	  It	  had	  taken	  several	  years	  for	  the	  conservative	  town	  to	  accept	  the	  store,	  but	  the	  city	  council	   for	  some	  reason	  couldn’t	  get	  enough	  votes	  to	  go	  against	   it.	  Crystal	  Winters	  became	   popular	   with	   high	   school	   students,	   people	   looking	   for	   gag	   gifts,	   and	  eventually,	  tourists.	  	  	   Although	  she	  worked	  at	  Crystal	  Winters	  and	  graduated	  from	  Whitefish	  High	  School	  like	  everybody	  else,	  Amber	  had	  gone	  on	  to	  graduate	  from	  Smith	  and	  was	  now	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smart	   in	  politics	  and	  psychology	  and	  hadn’t	   turned	   into	  a	  “raging	   liberal”	  as	  many	  had	  predicted	  and	  feared.	  And	  so	  the	  people	  of	  Whitefish	  would	  accept	  the	  marriage,	  after	   allowed	   their	   usual	   gossip,	   by	   virtue	   of	   the	   usual	   small	   town	   hypocrisy:	  although	  Dean’s	   father	  and	  Amber	  both	  had	  betrayed	  the	  valley	  by	   leaving	   it,	   they	  had	   found	  and	  chosen	  to	  marry	  each	  other—both	  Montanans—and	  so	  they	  had	  to	  be	  good	  for	  each	  other.	  And	  they	  did	  look	  good	  together.	  (Dean’s	  father	  had	  played	  football	  at	  Amherst;	  Amber	  looked	  a	  little	  tired	  perhaps,	  but	  untouched,	  a	  product,	  the	  Valley	  would	  whisper,	  of	  her	  being	  around	  girls	  only	  for	  four	  years).	  	   There	  were	  two	  other	  Pannill	  girls,	  Dean	  remembered,	  younger	  and	  with	  the	  same	   reddish	   hair.	   They	   had	   been	   homeschooled,	   however.	   Dean	  wondered	  what	  had	   happened	   to	   them.	   As	   far	   as	   he	   knew,	   Amber’s	  mother	   still	   owned	   the	   shop	  downtown.	   Amber’s	   parents	   had	   divorced	   when	   she	   was	   away	   at	   Smith,	   and	   the	  father—Dean	  guessed—disappeared.	  	   Leslie	   spotted	   Dean	   down	   by	   the	   trees	   and	   made	   her	   way	   over	   to	   him,	  moving	   as	   if	   through	   molasses—head	   held	   high,	   arms	   swinging	   at	   her	   sides,	  languorous	  as	  a	  tiger.	  Hanna	  had	  called	  this	  genuine	  laziness,	  but	  Dean	  wondered	  if	  she	  was	  simply	  jealous	  of	  the	  control	  Leslie	  had	  of	  her	  body,	  deliberate	  and	  rich,	  one	  that	  age	  couldn’t	  impact.	  She	  still	  wore	  miniskirts	  and	  her	  hair	  long	  down	  her	  back.	  	   Leslie	  said	  “Hi,	  kid”	  and	  patted	  Dean	  on	  the	  forearm.	  She	  had	  brought	  him	  a	  burger	   from	   the	  grill.	   She	   seemed	   indifferent	   to	   the	   fact	   that	   she	  and	  Dean	  hadn’t	  spoken	  in	  several	  years.	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   “She	  really	  is	  a	  sweet	  little	  thing,”	  Leslie	  noted,	  lighting	  up	  a	  cigarette,	  peering	  over	  at	  Amber.	   “Different,	   of	   course.	  But	   if	   she	  doesn’t	   keep	  your	  daddy	  going,	  no	  one	  will.”	  	  	  	   Dean	   knew	   that	   what	   she	   really	   meant	   was,	   “Hanna	   could.”	   But,	   as	   he	  expected,	   Leslie	   didn’t	   say	  much	   else	   to	   him	   for	   the	   rest	   of	   the	   night.	   She	   was	   a	  woman	  of	  just-­‐adequate	  words.	  	   *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  Dean	   remembered	   when	   he	   was	   six	   and	   Hanna	   took	   him	   with	   her	   one	   day	   for	  errands	  in	  town:	  Super	  1	  for	  groceries,	  Mountain	  West	  bank	  for	  a	  deposit,	  the	  tiny	  library	   near	   the	   community	   theatre	   for	  more	   picture	   books.	   This	  was	   right	  when	  Dean’s	   father	   was	   climbing	   the	   ladder,	   and	   all	   of	   the	   beer	   pong	   at	   Amherst	   and	  sweaty	   crew	  practices	   that	   had	   somehow	   earned	   him	  his	   degree	  were	   paying	   off.	  There	  was	   a	   general	   excitement	   in	   the	   air;	  Hanna	  had	   started	   to	   drive	   a	   new	   car.	  Dean’s	  father	  was	  looking	  at	  property	  on	  Flathead	  Lake,	  maybe	  even	  a	  house	  on	  the	  water.	  	  	   All	   this	  didn’t	   change	   the	   things	  Hanna	  and	  Dean	  did	   together—simple	  and	  uncomplicated	   things	   similar	   to	   what	   adults	   did,	   where	   company—not	   the	  activity—felt	  more	  important.	  	   Right	   before	   going	   into	   the	   bank,	   Hanna	   put	   two	   plastic	   squirt	   guns	   in	   his	  hand	   and	   said,	   eyes	   gleaming,	   “Come	   on,	   partner	   in	   crime.	   Let’s	   rob	   them	   for	   all	  they’re	  worth.”	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   Dean	  took	  her	  very	  seriously.	  They	  both	  took	  each	  other	  very	  seriously.	  They	  went	   into	   the	   bank	   and	  marched	   right	   up	   to	   the	   first	   teller,	   a	   short	   black-­‐haired	  woman,	   and	  Hanna	   said	  with	   a	  wink,	   “Excuse	  me,	  ma’am.”	   She,	   too,	   had	   a	   plastic	  squirt	  gun	  and	  she	  leveled	  this	  at	  the	  woman.	  “Open	  the	  drawer.”	  	   “Bang,	   bang,”	   Dean	   shouted.	   “Give	   me	   all	   of	   your	   money.”	   He	   pressed	   the	  plastic	  trigger	  on	  the	  gun	  and	  water	  spewed	  out	  across	  the	  counter.	  	  	   “All	  right,	  all	  right,	  I’ll	  do	  it,”	  said	  the	  teller.	  It	  wasn’t	  quite	  a	  shriek	  of	  fear,	  but	  Dean	  was	  convinced.	  She	  even	  put	  her	  hands	  up,	  before	  counting	  out	  ten	  crisp	  five-­‐dollar	  bills,	  which	  was	  a	  fortune	  in	  Dean’s	  eyes.	  	   In	  the	  car,	  they	  laughed	  and	  laughed,	  almost	  until	  crying.	  After—and	  maybe	  Dean	  was	  remembering	   it	  wrong—Hanna	  wiped	  her	  eyes	  and	  put	   the	   fifty	  dollars	  into	  her	  wallet	  (taken	  from	  her	  account,	  of	  course)	  and	  didn’t	  pull	  out	  of	  the	  parking	  lot	  for	  a	  while.	  She	  looked	  at	  the	  steering	  wheel	  and	  at	  her	  hands,	  not	  quite	  curious,	  not	  quite	  sad.	  When	  they	  finally	  drove	  off,	  she	  said,	  almost	  sternly,	  as	  if	  there	  wasn’t	  an	  alternative:	  “You’re	  going	  to	  turn	  out	  all	  right.”	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  By	  the	  time	  he	  finally	  spoke	  to	  Amber,	  Dean	  had	  already	  met	  five	  of	  the	  other	  guests.	  There	  had	  been	  nothing	  better	  to	  do,	  and	  it	   looked	  odd	  for	  him	  to	  be	  standing	  and	  staring.	  These	   five	  were	  mostly	  associated	  with	  Amber.	  Two	  were	  distant	  cousins,	  three	   she	   had	   known	   in	   high	   school:	   skittish-­‐looking	   girls	   who	   had	   stayed	   in	  Kalispell,	  two	  already	  married.	  They	  all	  spoke	  to	  him	  as	  if	  he,	  too,	  knew	  everything	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there	  was	   to	  know	  about	  Amber,	   in	  a	  way	  to	  rebut	   the	   inevitable	  awkwardness	  of	  Dean	  saying	  she	  was	  going	  to	  be	  his	  stepmother.	  	   “She’s	   really	   lovely,”	   they	   said	   hurriedly.	   “Your	   father	   is	   so	   lucky.”	   Large	  smiles.	  They	  didn’t	  know	  Dean’s	  father.	  	   At	   last,	  Dean’s	  father	  brought	  Amber	  over	  and	  said,	   for	  the	  first	  time,	  “Meet	  my	  son.”	  	  	   Dean	  held	  out	  his	  hand.	  Amber	  was	  one	  of	  those	  people	  who	  looked	  different	  from	  up	  close.	  From	  a	  distance	  she	  was	  tall,	  almost	  willowy,	  but	  now	  he	  could	  see	  the	   freckles	  about	  her	  nose,	  how	  her	   chin	   sank	  a	  bit	   into	  her	  neck.	  Her	  body,	   too,	  appeared	  stronger,	   like	   that	  of	   a	   rock	  climber.	  Dean	   remembered	   that	  Amber	  was	  only	   four	   years	   older	   than	   him.	   	   It	   was	   a	   fact	   that	   seemed	   to	   stand	   outside	   of	  everything,	   at	   least	   for	  now;	  Amber	  was	  now	   just	  one	  piece	  of	  his	   father’s	   limited	  and	  inaccessible	  circle.	  	  “It’s	  good	  to	  see	  you	  again,”	  he	  said.	  He	  meant	  it.	  	   She	   tilted	   her	   head,	   looked	   at	   Dean’s	   father,	   and	   gave	   a	   short	   little	   laugh.	  “Again?”	  Her	  voice	  was	  deep,	  not	  soft.	  	   “We	  went	   to	  high	  school	   together.	   I	  was	  only	  a	   freshman	  when	  you	  were	  a	  senior,	  but	  everything	  was	  small	  enough…”	  Dean	  spread	  his	  hands.	   “Nevermind.	   It	  doesn’t	  matter.	  I’m	  Dean.”	  	   “Yes,	  of	  course,”	  she	  said,	  staring	  at	  him.	  	  Dean’s	  father	  put	  a	  hand	  on	  her	  shoulder.	  	  “Jerry’s	  waving	  me	  over”—his	  way	  of	  giving	  them	  time	  together.	  They	  both	  watched	  him	  walk	  to	  the	  patio.	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“Thank	   you	   for	   coming,”	   Amber	   said.	   She	   gestured	   to	   the	   lakehouse.	   “Your	  father	  has	  a	  beautiful	  place.	  It	  took	  him	  a	  long	  time	  to	  convince	  me,	  but	  now	  that	  I’m	  here—it’s	  sweet.”	  	  	   “Just	  sweet?”	  	  	   “Don’t	   smirk.”	   She	   took	   in	   the	   house	   front	   once	   more,	   eyes	   lingering	   on	  Dean’s	  father.	  “Sweet	  is	  just	  the	  right	  word.”	  	   “Dad	  bought	   it	  years	  ago.	  My	  mom	  was	  the	  one	  to	  fix	   it	  up.	  All	  of	   the	  credit	  goes	  to	  her.”	  	   “She	  must	  have	  been	  an	  intelligent	  woman.”	  	   It	  was	  an	  odd	  statement,	  odd	  small	  talk,	  but	  true.	  Dean	  had	  to	  give	  her	  credit	  for	  that.	  Hanna	  hadn’t	  been	  book	  smart—books	  bored	  her	  easily,	  unless	  they	  were	  somehow	  unusual	  enough	  to	  captivate	  her—but	  she	  was	  people	  smart.	  Because	  of	  her	   ability	   to	   identify	   others’	   flaws	   in	   an	   instant,	   almost	   upon	   first	   sight,	   and	  comment	  on	  them	  frankly,	  sometimes	  to	  their	  faces,	  many	  called	  her	  aggressive	  or	  insensitive.	  But	  Hanna	  always	  delivered	  such	  comments	  with	  something	  Dean	  came	  to	   call	   curiosity,	   almost	   wonder,	   which	   she	   hid	   behind	   nonchalance:	   Hanna	  catalogued	  people	  because	  she	  respected	  them.	  	  	   Of	   course,	   this	   didn’t	   matter—wouldn’t	   matter—to	   Amber.	   So	   Dean	   asked	  about	  the	  wedding,	  and	  Amber	  told	  him	  about	  it,	  no	  doubt	  the	  same	  phrases	  she	  had	  used	  with	   the	  other	  guests:	   it	  had	  been	  small,	  private,	  done	   in	  a	   church	   (although	  both	  had	  immediately	  discarded	  their	  childhood	  religions	  the	  moment	  they	  fled	  the	  Valley).	  California	  was	  one	  of	  the	  best	  places	  for	  weddings,	  even	  if	  people	  said	  it	  was	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one	  of	  the	  best	  places	  to	  get	  divorced.	  The	  reception	  was	  for	  family,	  really—they	  had	  had	  their	  time	  for	  celebration	  and	  this	  was	  just	  ancillary,	  but	  lovely	  of	  course,	  casual	  and	  lovely,	  and	  very	  clean.	  	   Dean	  asked,	  “So	  what	  comes	  next?”	  	   “Next?”	  She	  gave	  him	  a	  strange	  look.	  “What	  comes	  next	  is	  back	  to	  California,	  of	  course.”	  	   “I	  mean	  with	  you.”	  	   “Oh.	  I’m	  still	  going	  to	  figure	  that	  out.”	  	  	   “You	  won’t	  stay	  in	  Montana?”	  	   She	   laughed.	   “No,	   no.	   Everybody	   asks	   me	   that.”	   She	   smoothed	   her	   dress.	  “There’s	  nothing	  for	  a	  politics	  major	  out	  here,	  unless	  I	  have	  the	  strong	  inclination	  to	  stand	  next	  to	  hay	  bales	  and	  cows	  and	  preach	  about	  the	  speed	  limit	  on	  Main	  Street.”	  She	  shook	  her	  head,	  grinning.	  “What	  about	  you?	  Are	  you	  staying	  here?”	   	  	   “I	   like	   Montana,”	   he	   told	   her,	   more	   defensively	   than	   he	   intended.	   “I’m	  working	   in	  Whitefish,	   saving	  up	   to	  go	   to	  Bozeman	   in	   the	  next	  couple	  of	  years,	   see	  what	  I	  can	  get	  there.”	  	   “See	  what	  you	  can	  get?	  It’s	  hard	  to	  get	  anything	  here.	  The	  getting	  is	  outside.”	  She	  sounded	  as	   if	   she	  was	  reading	  off	  of	  a	  billboard.	  But	   there	  was	  nothing	   in	  her	  face	  to	  suggest	  disingenuousness.	  	  	   “And	  is	  the	  getting	  good	  outside?”	  	   “Let’s	   just	   say	   that	   there’s	   more	   there.”	   Amber	   raised	   her	   eyebrows	   and	  smiled—Dean’s	  father	  was	  leaving	  the	  patio,	  having	  decided	  (perhaps)	  that	  this	  was	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enough	  time	  for	  Dean	  and	  Amber	  to	  have	  together.	  Or	  maybe	  he	  was	  just	  bored	  of	  Jerry,	  who	  was	  starting	  to	  talk	  about	  his	  recent	  ministry	  work	  in	  Cheyenne.	  Dean’s	  father	  was	  not	  a	  religious	  man.	  	   Either	  way,	  Dean	  appreciated	  it.	  	   “What	   have	   you	   two	  been	   gabbing	   about?”	   his	   father	   said.	  He	  was	   relaxed,	  and	  it	  wasn’t	  just	  the	  alcohol.	  	   “Amber	  was	  telling	  me	  about	  Smith,”	  Dean	  said.	  	  	   Amber	  shrugged.	  Her	  eyes	  were	  full	  of	  Dean’s	  father	  now,	  and	  Dean	  could	  tell	  that	  she	  was	  already	  discarding	  their	  conversation,	  including	  it	  with	  all	  of	  the	  other	  bits	  of	  small	  talk	  from	  that	  evening,	  from	  the	  past	  years.	  	  	   Dean’s	   father	   took	  her	  hand.	   “You	   told	  me	   that	  you	  went	   to	  Smith	   to	   study	  people.	  Remember?	  That	  one	  day?	  There	  was	  a	  damn	  blizzard.”	  	   Amber	   laughed.	   “You	   know	   your	   father	   was	   a	   visiting	   lecturer	   in	   my	  economics	  class,”	  she	  told	  Dean.	  “That’s	  how	  we	  met.”	  	   Dean	  hadn’t	  necessarily	  known	  this.	  All	  his	   father	  had	  told	  him	  was	  that	  he	  had	  started	  dating	  again,	  a	  nice	  girl	  he	  met	  at	  work—from	  Montana,	  coincidentally.	  He	   tried	   to	   picture	   it	   now—the	   classroom,	   an	   office,	   Amber	   with	   her	   hair	   in	   a	  ponytail	  and	  her	  arms	  full	  of	  books.	  	   “I	  didn’t	  know	  that.”	  	   “Amber	  was	  one	  of	  my	  smartest,”	  his	  father	  said.	  “Brightest.”	  	  	   “Oh,	  please,	  now	  this	  will	  start	  to	  sound	  bad,”	  Amber	  said.	  She	  laughed	  again,	  putting	  a	  hand	  on	  her	  stomach.	  “Very	  bad.”	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   But	  Dean’s	  father	  continued:	  “She’s	  still	  my	  brightest.	  Just	  look	  at	  her.”	  Dean	  did	  look—he	  had,	  indeed,	  already	  looked—but	  it	  was	  as	  if	  Dean	  wasn’t	  even	  there.	  	   Amber	  put	  her	  hand	  on	  his	  father’s	  face	  then,	  a	  gesture	  as	  tender	  as	  a	  mother	  carefully	   considering	   a	   son.	   Dean’s	   father	   seemed	   to	   bend	   under	   that	   hand.	   Dean	  wondered	  if	  he	  had	  promised	  Amber	  the	  things	  he	  had	  promised	  Hanna:	  to	  put	  it	  all	  behind	  him,	  whatever	  “all”	  was,	  straighten	  up,	  keep	  it	  all	  clean.	  	  	   Dean	  wondered	  if	  Amber	  had	  said,	  “All	  right.”	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  Amber	  was	   valedictorian	   the	   year	   she	   graduated	   from	  Whitefish	  High	   School.	   She	  was	   awarded	   the	   honor	  without	   question,	   and	   on	   the	   day	   of,	   her	   speech	  was	   too	  intelligent	  for	  most	  people	  to	  understand.	  What	  people	  did	  remember	  was	  the	  fact	  that	  no	  one	   from	  Amber’s	   family	  came	   to	  hear	   it.	  Her	  mother	  was	  out	  of	   town	   for	  some	   sort	   of	   emergency	   and	   had	   taken	   Amber’s	   sisters	   with	   her.	   Rumors	   varied	  about	  her	  father.	  Strangely,	  there	  was	  nothing	  in	  Amber’s	  face	  or	  demeanor	  as	  she	  delivered	  her	  speech	  to	  indicate	  that	  this	  upset	  her.	  	   Other	  momentarily	  considerate	  mothers	  fretted:	  no	  one	  was	  there	  to	  take	  her	  picture.	   Pictures	   were	   important	   for	   life	   events.	   But	   because	   Amber	   was	  valedictorian,	   her	   picture	   would	   be	   on	   the	   front	   page	   of	   The	   Whitefish	   Pilot	   on	  Monday	  anyways,	  her	  speech	  printed	  on	  page	  A7.	  	   Others	  who	  read	  it	  in	  the	  newspaper	  later	  said	  something	  along	  the	  lines	  of	  it	  sounding	   less	   like	   a	   speech	   and	   more	   like	   an	   open	   declaration	   from	   the	   heart.	  Something	  that	  made	  people	  uncomfortable	  in	  a	  way	  they	  couldn’t	  quite	  identify.	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   The	  one	  time	  Dean	  actually	  interacted	  with	  Amber	  was	  when	  they	  were	  both	  at	  Whitefish	  High:	  he	  a	  freshman,	  she	  at	  the	  start	  of	  her	  senior	  year.	  	  	   Dean	  had	  been	  in	  a	  week-­‐long	  detention	  for	  something	  minor—being	  late	  for	  class	   or	   leaving	   campus	   during	   lunch,	   maybe.	   Detention	   was	   a	   bit	   of	   a	   joke.	   The	  delinquents	  had	  to	  sit	  in	  the	  music	  room	  during	  lunch	  and	  go	  through	  old	  cabinets:	  sorting	   decades-­‐old	   yearbooks,	   school	   newspapers,	   boxes	   of	   ancient	   school	   spirit	  paraphernalia.	  The	  job	  was	  given	  to	  the	  detention	  students	  because	  it	  was	  dusty	  and	  dirty	  and	  made	  the	  administrators	  feel	  better	  about	  throwing	  all	  of	   the	  crap	  out—nobody	  wanted	  it	  anyways,	  and	  if	  somehow	  the	  kids	  accidentally	  tossed	  something	  of	  value	  (likely,	  given	  that	  they	  were	  delinquents,	  they	  reasoned),	  it	  would	  not	  be	  in	  the	  administrators’	  hands.	  	  	   Hanna,	  at	   the	   time,	  had	  hit	  another	   low	  point,	  and	  Dean	  secretly	  welcomed	  the	  extra	  time	  at	  school,	  away	  from	  what	  the	  house	  had	  become:	  an	  awful	  anxiety	  of	  waiting,	  his	  father	  in	  a	  frenzy	  of	  work,	  as	  if	  the	  money	  he	  could	  bank	  was	  time.	  Dean	  didn’t	  even	  think	  his	  father	  knew	  he	  was	  in	  detention.	  Disciplining	  Dean—never	  that	  necessary,	  growing	  up	  with	  Hanna	  in	  the	  house—was	  a	  secondary	  concern.	  	   Julian,	   a	   half-­‐friend	   of	   Dean’s	   who	   often	   frequented	   such	   after-­‐school	  gatherings,	   was	   also	   there.	   He	   spent	   much	   of	   the	   lazy	   hour	   searching	   the	   old	  yearbooks,	  nudging	  Dean	  to	  point	  out	  “the	  hot	  ones”—a	  Kelly	  or	  a	  Donna	  or	  a	  Judith.	  Old	   purchase	   forms	   were	   also	   good	   jokes,	   particularly	   the	   ones	   from	   1965	   that	  contained	  records	  for	  “fourteen	  inflatables”	  for	  the	  senior	  prom.	  	  	  
	   37	  
On	   the	   first	   Wednesday	   of	   his	   two-­‐week-­‐long	   detention,	   Amber	   arrived,	   a	  little	  late,	  wearing	  her	  usual	  dress	  and	  heels.	  Everyone	  else	  looked	  up	  as	  she	  strode	  across	   the	   linoleum.	  They	   all	   thought	   that	  maybe	   she	  was	  here	   to	   check	  on	   them.	  After	   all,	   Amber	  was	  well-­‐liked	  by	   the	   staff—because	   she	  was	   smart,	   because	   she	  never	  broke	  any	  rules—and	  often	  worked	  as	  an	  office	  aid.	  	  Amber	  yanked	  out	  a	  chair	  in	  the	  circle	  and	  sat	  down	  on	  its	  edge,	  back	  ramrod	  straight,	   and	  surveyed	   the	  open	  boxes,	   stacks	  of	  yearbooks,	  and	  garbage	  bins.	  She	  sat	   like	   that	   for	   the	   remainder	   of	   the	   hour.	   When	   this	   began	   to	   be	   a	   daily	  occurrence—by	  Friday—Julian	  whispered	   to	  Dean,	   “What	  do	   you	   think	   she’s	   here	  for?”	   They	  all	  wondered,	  but	  no	  one	  had	  the	  guts	  to	  ask	  her.	  She	  was	  too	  pretty,	  too	  austere.	  Amber	  was	  in	  detention	  for	  a	  month,	  and	  she	  refused	  even	  more	  so	  than	  the	  other	  students	  to	  do	  any	  of	  the	  work.	  She	  was	  also	  the	  last	  to	  leave	  every	  day.	  Even	  as	  a	  senior,	  Amber	  didn’t	  have	  her	  own	  car,	  and	  so	  she	  would	  exit	   the	  band	  room	  behind	   the	   others	   at	   5:30,	   slowly,	   and	   wait	   just	   inside	   the	   front	   entrance,	   in	   the	  corner	  with	  the	  large	  windows,	  until	  her	  ride	  arrived.	  Sometimes	  Dean	  would	  have	  to	  wait	  while	  she	  was	  waiting,	  if	  his	  father	  was	  delayed	  at	  work	  (he	  couldn’t	  trust	  Hanna	  to	  drive	  anymore).	  During	  these	  times,	  she	  never	  once	  acknowledged	  him,	  choosing	  instead	  to	  read	  a	  book	  or	  stare	  outside.	  She	  would	   stay	   like	   that,	   sitting—in	   her	   skirt	   and	   heels—on	   the	   broken	   radiator,	   red	  hair	  fanning	  out	  to	  hide	  her	  face	  as	  she	  read	  or	  looked	  at	  her	  hands.	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Only	   once	   did	   her	   ride	   arrive	   before	   Dean’s:	   an	   Astro	   minivan,	   a	   faded	  burgundy	   color,	   pulled	   up	   to	   the	   front	   curve.	   Amber	   took	   her	   time	   gathering	   her	  things.	   Too	  much	   time,	   it	   seemed.	   The	   driver—Amber’s	   father—opened	   the	   door	  and	  came	  around	  the	  front	  of	  the	  car	  and	  waited,	  arms	  crossed.	  He	  was	  a	  tall	  man,	  and	  young-­‐looking,	  but	  poorly	  dressed—the	  first	  of	  several	  indications	  that	  Amber’s	  family	  was	   not	  well-­‐off.	   Social	  work	   in	   the	   Valley	   didn’t	   get	   one	   far.	   He	   stared	   at	  Amber	  as	  she	  approached;	  she	  stopped	  just	  in	  front	  of	  him.	  Dean	  couldn’t	  quite	  hear	  what	   was	   being	   said,	   but	   the	   words	   were	   not	   angry.	   To	   anyone	   else,	   their	  conversation	  was	  purely	  casual,	  a	  father	  asking	  his	  daughter	  about	  her	  day.	  	  But	   just	   as	  Amber	  was	   reaching	   for	   the	  handle	   of	   the	   side	  door,	   her	   father	  also	   reached	  out.	  He	   took	  her	  wrist.	  Not	  aggressively,	  not	   in	  anger.	  Tenderly,	   as	   if	  imploring.	  Once	  again,	  anyone	  walking	  by	  wouldn’t	  think	  to	  look	  twice.	  It	   was	   Amber’s	   reaction	   to	   this	   that	   almost	   made	   Dean	   push	   through	   the	  door,	  although	  he	  couldn’t	  quite	  explain	  the	  impulse.	  Her	  shoulders	  tensed	  and	  then	  drooped.	  Her	  arm	  fell	  at	  her	  side.	  She	  looked	  defeated,	  like	  a	  little	  girl	  recognizing	  a	  terrible	  wrong.	  Too	  much	  time	  again,	  it	  seemed,	  before	  her	  father	  finally	  let	  go.	  And	  then	  it	  was	  as	  if	  it	  hadn’t	  happened.	  Amber	  opened	  the	  door	  resolutely	  and	  climbed	  inside.	  The	  van	  drove	  off.	  Dean	   found	  out	   later	   that	  Amber	  had	  been	   caught	   smoking	  dope	  on	   school	  property.	   In	   the	   girls’	   bathroom	   on	   the	   second	   floor,	   with	   the	   blue	   stalls	   and	   the	  window	  that	  wouldn’t	  close.	  Some	  students	  whispered	  that	  she	  had	  been	  discovered	  high	  as	  a	  pie	  by	  an	  after-­‐hours	  janitor.	  Others	  said	  she	  hadn’t	  really	  smoked,	  because	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she	   didn’t	   know	   how;	   it	   had	   all	   been	   some	   sort	   of	   dare.	   She	   had	   accepted	   her	  punishment	  willingly;	  she	  had	  resisted	  to	  the	  end.	  Whatever	  had	  happened,	  as	   far	  as	  Dean	  knew,	  she	  never	  did	   it	  again.	  Or,	  at	  the	  very	  least,	  she	  was	  never	  caught.	  	  It	  was	  one	   thing	   that	  people	  commented	  on	   if	   they	  had	  occasion	   to	  see	  her	  throughout	  her	  four	  years	  spent	  at	  Smith,	  when	  she	  came	  back	  to	  the	  Valley	  briefly	  for	   holidays.	   Amber	   had	   always	   been	   determined,	   but	   there	   was	   a	   new	   kind	   of	  determination	  to	  her,	  that	  had	  begun	  that	  spring	  of	  her	  senior	  year	  when	  she	  was	  in	  detention.	   A	   coolness,	   which	   some	   misinterpreted	   as	   arrogance,	   evident	   even	   to	  those	   she	   had	   been	   more	   closely	   acquainted	   with	   in	   high	   school.	   This	   was	   not	  political	   or	   religious—she	   wasn’t	   a	   liberal,	   she	   wasn’t	   an	   atheist—but	   something	  along	  the	  lines	  of	  disappointment,	  as	  serious	  as	  a	  parent’s	  in	  a	  child	  full	  of	  promise.	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  The	  old	  dock	  was	  still	  up,	  down	  by	  the	  waterfront.	  Hanna	  had	  had	  it	  built	  the	  week	  they	   bought	   the	   property.	   Its	   boards	   were	   faded	   from	   sun	   and	   disuse,	   but	   Dean	  could	   still	   see	   the	   initials	   they	   carved	   at	   the	   very	   edge,	   the	  way	   people	   sign	   their	  names	   in	   concrete	   the	   instant	   it’s	  poured.	  That	  was	  how	   it	  had	  been,	  with	  Hanna:	  everything	  could	  be	  claimed,	  like	  the	  original	  Montana	  land	  under	  the	  feet	  of	  Lewis	  and	  Clark.	  For	  Hanna,	  buildings	  and	  land	  were	  all	  simply	  part	  of	  creating	  one’s	  own	  world,	  and	  how	  easy	  it	  was	  to	  do	  so.	  All	  it	  took	  was	  a	  name.	  	   Music,	  distorted	  by	  the	  trees,	  bled	  out	  across	  the	  lake.	  Noise	  complaints	  were	  becoming	  more	  frequent,	  particularly	  in	  Whitefish,	  as	  numbers	  of	  tourists	  increased.	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The	  Valley	  wanted	  to	  look	  and	  sound	  its	  best,	  live	  up	  to	  the	  name	  it	  was	  starting	  to	  earn	   in	   travel	  magazines:	   the	   last,	   best	   place,	   the	   quietest	   spot	   on	   earth,	   sky	   that	  touched	   the	   horizon	   as	   it	   did	   everywhere	   else	   but	   still	   seemed	   vaster,	   all-­‐encompassing.	  Come	  here,	  those	  articles	  said,	  and	  feel	  God.	  There	   wouldn’t	   be	   any	   noise	   complaints	   tonight.	   They	   had	   neighbors	   but	  Dean	  had	  never	   seen	   them.	  Their	  houses,	   similar	   in	  design,	  but	  not	  as	  extensively	  renovated,	  were	  dark	  now,	  as	  they	  had	  always	  been.	  Foliage	   creaking—Dean’s	   father	   picked	   his	   way	   down	   the	   dwindling	   path.	  “Haven’t	   been	   down	   here	   for	   seven	   years,”	   he	   called.	   He	   was	   holding	   his	   jacket,	  swinging	   it	   lightly,	   and	   Dean	   could	   see	   the	   circles	   of	   sweat—blue,	   almost—spreading	   out	   from	   under	   his	   arms.	   Dean’s	   father	   never	   lumbered,	   even	   when	  drunk,	   but	   he	   looked	   out	   of	   place	   now,	   stepping	   over	   twigs.	   No.	   He	   looked	  uncomfortable.	  Unnatural.	  “Neither	  have	  I.”	  	  Standing	  next	  to	  Dean,	  panting	  slightly,	  his	  father	  said,	  “There’s	  nothing	  like	  it.”	   “Are	  you	  going	  to	  hold	  on	  to	  the	  place?”	  Dean	  asked.	  His	  father	  squinted.	  His	  eyes	  were	  on	  the	  opposite	  shore,	  where	  Dean	  knew	  the	  Viscomis	  had	  property:	  a	  cedar	  house,	  with	  a	  generous	  dock	  and	  several	  kayaks.	  	  Dean’s	  father	  had	  cared	  deeply	  about	  that	  family—still	  did,	  most	  likely—but	  he	  had	  left	   them	  behind,	   just	   like	   the	  rest	  of	   the	  Valley,	   the	   instant	  Hanna	  died.	  Dean	  still	  remembered	  playing	  with	  Brendan	  and	  Lindsey	  at	  the	  Viscomis’	  other	  house	  on	  Big	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Mountain,	   clean	   and	   luxurious,	   with	   a	   ski	   resort	   practically	   in	   its	   backyard,	   and	  Hanna	   talking	   late	   into	   the	   day	   with	   Ann	   Viscomi	   at	   the	   kitchen—serious	   talks,	  sincere	  talks.	  In	  those	  days,	  they	  had	  select	  and	  several	  friends.	  	  	   “I	   don’t	   know,”	   his	   father	   said.	   He	   turned	   to	   Dean.	   “What	   do	   you	   think	   I	  should	  do?”	  	   It	  was	  the	  first	  time	  his	  father	  had	  ever	  asked	  such	  a	  question.	  If	  he	  had	  asked	  it	  a	  few	  years	  ago,	  Dean	  would	  have	  responded	  angrily,	  perhaps,	  defensively.	  Now,	  Dean	  gazed	  back	  up	  at	  the	  lakehouse,	   its	  I	  broken	  by	  trees.	  Maybe	  it	  was	  the	  beer,	  but	  he	  said	  levelly,	  “Whatever	  you	  want.”	  	   The	   silence	   stretched	   between	   them	   longer	   than	   Dean	   had	   anticipated.	   He	  thought	  about	  returning	  to	  the	  lake	  house—maybe	  even	  leaving—but	  both	  ideas	  he	  knew	  he	  wouldn’t	  seriously	  entertain.	  Not	  yet.	  Then	  his	  father	  said,	  “Well,	  then,	  what	  do	  you	  think	  of	  all	  of	  this?”	  The	  look	  on	  his	  face	  was	  earnest,	  as	  if	  seeking	  immediate	  approval.	  How	  strange—it	  had	  always	  been	  the	  other	  way	  around.	  “It’s	  your	  life,	  Dad,”	  Dean	  said.	  “Your	  new	  life.	  I	  can’t	  really	  comment.”	  “But—Amber?”	  “What	  about	  her.”	  “What	  do	  you	  think	  of	  Amber?”	  It	  was	  the	  type	  of	  question	  Dean	  would	  be	  asking	  himself	  years	  later,	  without	  searching	  for	  an	  answer.	  But	  now	  he	  told	  his	  father,	  “I	  think	  she	  makes	  you	  happy,	  is	  making	  you	  happy.”	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“She	  is.”	  “That’s	  important,	  then.”	  They	  stood	  and	  listened	  to	  the	  fish	  leaping	  in	  the	  center	  of	  the	  lake.	  	  “Are	  you	  doing	  all	  right,	  though?”	  his	  father	  asked.	  “They	  can’t	  be	  paying	  you	  enough	  at	  the	  Downtowner.	  How	  about	  the	  brewery?”	  “Rent	  in	  Whitefish	  is	  easy,	  dad.	  I’m	  getting	  by.”	  “I’m	  supposed	  to	  do	  this,	  as	  your	  father,	  aren’t	  I?	  I’m	  supposed	  to	  make	  sure	  it’s	  never	  ‘getting	  by.’	  That’s	  what	  we	  sign	  up	  for,	  when	  we	  have	  kids.	  You’ll	  see.	  It’s	  The	  Oath.”	  	  “It	  doesn’t	  matter.”	  The	  conversation,	  where	  it	  felt	  like	  it	  was	  headed,	  would	  never	  go	  there,	  Dean	  thought.	  No,	  he	  wouldn’t	  bring	  up	  Hanna.	  	  	  “It	  does	  to	  me,”	  his	  father	  said.	  “What	  about	  a	  check,	  a	  small	  check?”	  	  Saying	   this,	   he	   could	   have	   been	   sitting	   across	   from	   Dean	   in	   his	   office,	  discussing	   his	   son’s	   financial	   future.	   Harvey,	   Dean’s	   seventy-­‐year-­‐old	   boss	   at	   the	  Downtowner,	  said	  something	  similar	   to	  Dean	  when	  he	   first	  started	  working	  at	   the	  motel,	   just	  out	  of	  high	  school	  and	  renting	  on	  his	  own.	  His	   father	  had,	  at	   that	   time,	  already	  left	  to	  California.	  When	  Harvey	  offered,	   it	  took	  Dean	  three	  days	  to	  say	  yes,	  out	  of	  pride	  and	  shame	  of	  course,	  but	  because	  that	  was	  when	  money	  was	  beginning	  to	   feel	   like	   money:	   hard,	   tangible,	   and	   scarce,	   not	   like	   the	   money	   he	   never	   saw	  growing	  up,	  the	  invisible	  kind	  his	  father	  dealt	  with,	   lucrative	  and	  mobile.	  Having	  it	  handed	  to	  him,	  free	  like	  that,	  was	  irresistible.	  He	  almost	  wanted	  to	  ask	  for	  more,	  and	  came	   very	   close	   to	   doing	   so.	   Two	   years	   later	   he	   paid	   the	  man	   back,	   as	   if	   he	   had	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committed	  an	  awful	  crime,	  although	  Harvey	  lived	  alone	  and	  had	  come	  to	  see	  Dean	  as	  a	  grandson.	  It	  would	  always	  be	  about	  money	  in	  the	  end,	  Dean	  realized,	  with	  his	  father.	  It	  was	  what	  he	  did	  best,	  his	  most	  polished	  tool	  in	  his	  set.	  It	  would	  always	  be	  his	  idea	  of	  giving	  and	  making	  amends.	  And	  for	  some	  people,	  that	  was	  just	  how	  it	  was.	  “Don’t	   bother,”	   Dean	   said	   now,	   automatically,	   but	   his	   father	   was	   already	  rifling	   through	   his	   jacket.	   He	   pulled	   out	   a	   handful	   of	   colored	   envelopes.	  Wedding	  cards.	   “We	   forgot	   to	   set	   out	   a	   box	   for	   these,”	   he	   said.	   “But	   they’re	   all	   cash	   gifts,	  guaranteed,	   from	  people	  neither	  of	  us	   really	  know.”	  His	   father	  held	   the	  envelopes	  out.	   “Take	   them?	   If	   you	   won’t	   accept	   a	   check	   from	   me,	   accept	   a	   gift—from	   the	  Valley.”	  “Are	  you	  serious?”	  His	  father	  was.	  He	  didn’t	  need	  to	  ask.	  It	  was	  nothing	  short	  of	  pathetic,	  Dean	  thought,	  but	  he	  took	  the	  cards	  all	  the	  same.	  “When	   are	   you	   headed	   back?”	   he	   said,	   putting	   the	   envelopes	   in	   his	   suit	  pocket.	  	  “To	  California?	  We	  have	  a	  week	  or	  two	  off.”	  “You	  sticking	  around?”	  	  “I	   can.”	   Dean’s	   father	   looked	   at	   him.	   “Would	   you	   want	   me	   to?”	  	   Dean	  shrugged.	  “You	  don’t	  need	  to	  think	  about	  what	  I	  want	  anymore.”	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“You’re	  right.”	  He	  didn’t	  let	  this	  linger.	  Hastily:	  “Why	  don’t	  we	  do	  something?	  Just	  you	  and	  me.	  Let’s	  head	  over	  to	  Missoula	  at	  some	  point,	  bum	  around	  for	  a	  bit.	  Or	  we	  could	  trek	  through	  the	  Park.”	  	   Dean	   knew	   this	   voice:	   it	  was	   the	   one	   his	   father	   used—often	  with	  Hanna—when	   he	   was	   genuinely	   caught	   up	   with	   something	   in	   the	   moment,	   that	   drop-­‐everything-­‐and-­‐run	   charm	   that	   had	   gotten	   him	   through	   Amherst	   and	   not	   been	  dampened	  by	  the	  consulting	  years.	  It	  wasn’t	  idealism,	  but	  something	  like	  that—the	  voice	  of	  possibility,	  Hanna	  might	  have	  called	  it,	  Dean’s	  father’s	  version	  of	  sincerity.	  Like	  a	  young	  boy	  wanting	  to	  go	  to	  the	  moon.	  	   Even	  Hanna’s	  death	  couldn’t	  take	  that	  away.	  	   “I’d	  like	  that,”	  Dean	  said.	  	  	   “So	   would	   I.	   I	   really	   would.”	   Dean’s	   father	   grinned.	   “We	   haven’t	   done	  something	   like	   that	   for	   quite	   a	   while.”	   It	   was	   true.	   The	   last	   time	   they	   had	   done	  anything	   remotely	   similar	  was	  when	  Hanna	  was	   alive.	  And	   it	   had	  never	  been	   just	  Dean	  and	  his	   father.	   “What	  are	  you	  doing	  next	  week?	  Let’s	   try	   for	   the	  weekend	  or	  something.”	  “We’ll	  make	  it	  work.”	  Dean	  let	  himself	  believe	  this,	   just	  for	  now,	  the	  way	  he	  had	  for	  many	  years.	  It	  was,	  after	  all,	  remarkably	  easy,	  remarkably	  possible.	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  Dean	  had	  been	  putting	  it	  off,	  but	  now	  that	  he	  had	  had	  a	  bit	  to	  drink,	  had	  put	  in	  his	  requisite	   small	   talk	   with	   the	   requisite	   people,	   he	   could	   confidently	   slip	   past	   the	  people	   on	   the	  patio	   and	   into	   the	   lakehouse.	  The	  kitchen	  was	  on	   the	   ground	   floor,	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connected	   to	   a	   living	   room	   and	   the	   glass	   patio	   doors.	   Dean	   looked	   around	   at	   the	  counters	   and	   cabinets.	   Everything	  was	   clean	   and	  white—Dean’s	   father	  must	   have	  had	  someone	  come	  in	  to	  do	  the	  occasional	  house	  cleaning,	  though	  as	  far	  as	  he	  knew,	  he	  had	  never	  rented	  the	  place	  out.	  There	  were	  neat	  creases	  in	  the	  towels	  hanging	  on	  the	  stove	  and	  a	  jar	  of	  yellow	  chrysanthemums	  on	  the	  island.	  It	  all	  smelled	  new,	  like	  the	  glossy	  insides	  of	  a	  catalogue.	  There	  was	   a	   guest-­‐book	   on	   the	   table,	  which	   only	   a	   few	  people	   had	   signed,	  gifts	   piled	  neatly	   on	   the	   table,	   and	  dwindling	  platters	   of	   cupcakes	   and	   appetizers.	  Even	  the	  curtains	  on	  the	  windows	  had	  been	  changed:	  a	  dull	  green,	  with	  daisies	  on	  the	  bottom	  hems.	  	  	   There	  hung	  over	  everything	  a	  sterile,	  feminine	  touch.	  The	   patio	   doors	   clicked:	   Amber,	   standing	   a	   little	   awkwardly	   on	   the	   carpet,	  with	  a	  half-­‐apologetic	  smile	  on	  her	  lips.	  “I’ve	  been	  wanting	  to	  come	  in	  and	  see	  this,”	  she	  explained.	  She	  closed	  the	  doors	  behind	  her.	  “And,	   just	  between	  you	  and	  me,	  to	  take	  a	  break.”	  She	  surveyed	   the	   living	  room,	   the	  neat	  and	  adequate	  kitchen.	   “How	  nice.”	   “It’s	  different	  than	  it	  was,”	  Dean	  said	  quickly.	  “Not	  really	  what	  I	  remember.”	  Amber	  sat	  down	  on	  the	  sofa,	  tucking	  her	  heels	  under	  her	  skirt.	  “That’s	  always	  how	  it	  is,	  isn’t	  it?	  Things	  that	  looked	  big	  in	  childhood	  are	  suddenly	  small.”	  “Would	  you	  like	  a	  tour?”	  	  “In	  a	  minute.”	  Amber	  leaned	  back	  against	  the	  couch.	  “It’s	  good	  to	  sit.”	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“Can	  I	  get	  you	  anything?	  A	  drink?”	  Dean	  looked	  around,	  but	  all	  of	  the	  alcohol	  seemed	   to	   be	   outside.	   The	   cabinets,	   when	   he	   checked,	   were	   bare	   besides	   a	   few	  dishes	  and	  glasses.	  	  	  	  “Thanks,	  no.”	  Her	  eyes	  were	  closed,	  her	  lips	  slack.	  	  Dean	  took	  a	  cupcake	  and	  slowly	  ate	  it.	  Outside,	  the	  amount	  of	  guests	  seemed	  to	   have	   doubled.	   Either	   that,	   or	   he	   hadn’t	   been	   paying	   attention	   before.	   It	   didn’t	  matter:	  he	  still	  didn’t	  recognize	  many.	  	   “So	  how	  come	  I	  don’t	  remember	  you	  from	  high	  school?”	  Amber	  said	  from	  the	  sofa.	  Languid	  as	  she	  looked,	  her	  words	  were	  clear	  and	  direct.	  	   “You	  were	   three	   grades	   ahead	  of	  me,”	  Dean	   replied.	   “We	  didn’t	   have	  many	  chances	  to	  interact.”	  	   “But	  you	  remember	  me.”	  	  	   “It	  was	  a	  small	  school.	  Everybody	  knew	  you.”	  	   She	  tilted	  her	  head,	  opening	  her	  eyes.	  “What	  did	  you	  think	  of	  me?”	  	   Dean	  shrugged.	  “You	  were	  smart.	  Naturally.”	  	   Amber	  snorted.	  “That’s	  all?”	  	   Dean	   remembered	   the	   way	   she	   had	   sat	   in	   detention,	   the	   fleeting	   and	  disturbing	  touch	  by	  the	  mini-­‐van.	  “Yes.”	  	   Amber	   leaned	   back	   on	   the	   couch,	   closing	   her	   eyes	   again.	   “That	  was	   a	   long	  time	  ago.”	  	   “Not	  really.”	  	   “You	  only	  say	  that	  because	  you	  haven’t	  left.”	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   “No.	  I	  disagree.”	  	   She	  didn’t	  respond.	  “So	  why	  did	  you	  go	  to	  Smith?”	  It	  was	  out	  of	  his	  mouth	  before	  he	  could	  stop	  himself.	  He	  had	  begun	  to	  feel	  careless;	  the	  entire	  evening	  was	  beginning	  to	  feel	  like	  one	   dreamed-­‐up,	   careless	   event.	   What	   was	   more,	   Amber	   was	   in	   the	   lakehouse.	  Everything	  was	  different.	  “Everybody	  always	  wanted	  to	  know	  that.”	  	   “To	  get	  out	  of	  here,	  of	  course.”	  She	  said	  it	  automatically,	  as	  if	  unthinking,	  but	  Dean	  knew	  it	  was	  sincere.	  “That	  first.	  And	  second,	  to	  find	  better	  people.”	  	   Dean	  almost	  laughed	  out	  loud.	  “Better	  people?	  Out	  there?	  I	  haven’t	  been,	  but	  even	  I	  know	  that	  that’s	  a	  tall	  order.”	  	   Amber	   sat	   up	   and	   turned.	  Her	   eyes	   narrowed.	   “How	  do	   you	   know?	  As	   you	  just	  said,	  you	  haven’t	  been.”	  	   Dean	  shrugged.	  “People	  are	  people.	  The	  place	  doesn’t	  change	  anything.”	  	   “Then	  why	  did	  your	  dad	  leave?”	  It	  was	  leveled	  almost	  like	  an	  accusation,	  but	  Amber	  had	  begun	  to	  glow:	  admiration	  took	  over	  her	  face.	  “Your	  father	  is	  successful.	  He’s	  smart.	  He	  has	  done	  so	  much	  more	  by	  leaving	  the	  Valley.”	  	  	   “You	  think	  so?”	  	   “Yes.	   He’s	   the	   only	   man	   I	   know	   who	   has	   done	   so.	   He’s	   empathetic.	   He	  understands	  people.”	  She	  smiled.	  “You’re	  lucky	  to	  have	  him.”	  “You	  know,”	  Dean	   said,	   after	   a	  while.	   “My	  dad	   still	   doesn’t	   know	  what	  he’s	  doing.”	  “What	  do	  you	  mean?”	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   “He	  doesn’t	  know	  what	  he’s	  doing—he	  doesn’t	  have	  any	  serious	  motivation	  besides	  just	  living.	  He	  doesn’t	  have	  an	  ultimate	  want.	  If	  you’re	  looking	  for	  that,	  you	  won’t	   find	  it.	  My	  dad	  has	   just	  done	  his	  best	   for	  the	  past	  decade,	  but	  doing	  his	  best	  has	  meant	  getting	  the	  hell	  out	  of	  Montana	  and	  making	  loads	  of	  money	  down	  on	  the	  coast.	  That’s	  it.	  That’s	  all.”	  	   “For	  someone	  who	  hasn’t	  spoken	  to	  his	  father	  really	  for	  six	  years,	  that’s	  a	  lot	  of	  insight,”	  Amber	  said	  quietly.	  “Quite	  a	  lot.”	  	   “It	  doesn’t	   take	  much	   to	  see	   that.”	  This,	  Dean	  realized,	  was	   the	   truest	   thing	  he’d	  said	  all	  night.	  	   “So	   do	   you	   know	  what	   you’re	   doing?”	   To	   any	   other	   person,	   it	   might	   have	  been	   condescending,	   but	   Dean	   had	   her	   now—Amber’s	   curiosity,	   that	   strange	   and	  hungry	  gaze.	  	   Dean	  shrugged.	  “I	  know	  what	  I	  want.	  It’s	  not	  much,	  but	  I	  don’t	  need	  much	  to	  make	  me	  happy.”	  	   “And	  what	  is	  it	  you	  want?”	  Amber	  was	  standing	  now.	  	   Dean	  thought.	  “I	  want	  to	  do	  things	  right.”	  	  	   Amber	  walked	  slowly	  over	  to	  the	  kitchen.	  She	  looked	  over	  at	  the	  gifts,	  let	  out	  a	  laugh,	  and	  then	  watched	  the	  guests	  through	  the	  patio	  windows,	  faces	  she	  probably	  recognized	  only	  a	  little	  more	  than	  Dean.	  	  “Will	  you	  dance	  with	  me?”	  she	  said,	  finally,	  eyes	  still	  on	  the	  guests.	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She	  was	  up	  close	  to	  him	  before	  he	  could	  answer.	  She	  rested	  her	  arms	  around	  his	   neck,	   gently,	   cautiously.	   Her	   skin	   was	   warm	   from	   the	   early	   summer	   heat.	   “I	  mean,	  aren’t	  we	  supposed	  to?	  Isn’t	  it	  tradition?”	  	   “Maybe,”	  Dean	  said.	  He	  stood	  very	  still,	  hands	  at	  his	  sides.	  “Maybe	  it	  is.”	  	   “I	   like	   this	   song.”	   She	   was	   starting	   to	   sway,	   closing	   the	   already	   49risbe	  distance	  between	  them.	  It	  was	  Patsy	  Cline’s	  “Crazy.”	  	  	   “Maybe	  you	  should	  go	  dance	  with	  your	  husband.”	  	   “No.	  I	  want	  this,”	  she	  said.	  “I	  never	  skip	  a	  tradition.”	  In	  that	  moment,	  Dean	  understood:	  how	  Hanna	  and	  Amber	  were	  similar.	  	  Dean	   began	   to	   move	   his	   feet	   back	   and	   forth,	   falling	   into	   Cline’s	   rhythm.	  Hanna	  had	  taken	  him	  to	  ballroom	  dance	  lessons,	  once,	  when	  he	  was	  twelve,	  at	  the	  studio	   that	   then	  existed	   in	  Whitefish	  next	   to	   the	  movie	   theater.	  She	  would	  wait	   in	  the	   car	   while	   Dean	   danced	   with—tripped	   over—other	   twelve-­‐year-­‐olds.	   He	   had	  hated	   those	   lessons,	  only	  because	  Hanna	  spent	   them	   in	   the	   car,	   leaving	  him	  alone	  and	  unwatched;	  he	  never	  figured	  out	  what	  she	  did	  during	  that	  hour.	  Amber	  matched	   his	  movement.	   She	   had	   closed	   her	   eyes.	   They	  were	   in	   the	  part	  of	  the	  kitchen,	  Dean	  realized,	  hidden	  from	  the	  patio	  doors.	  Her	  shoulders	  had	  relaxed,	  the	  strap	  of	  her	  dress	  drifting	  over	  her	  collarbone,	  the	  warm	  and	  shadowed	  hollow	   beneath.	   Although	   her	   eyes	   were	   closed,	   her	   brow	   was	   tight	   with	  concentration.	  Her	  lips	  lifted—so	  slight—and	  although	  she	  kept	  moving,	  she	  waited.	  Remarkably	  easy,	  remarkably	  possible.	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   And	  why	  not?	  Dean	  knew,	  in	  that	  moment,	  what	  she	  wanted.	  And	  he	  would	  give	  it	  to	  her—but	  not	  for	  Amber.	  	   Dean	  bent	  forward,	  past	  Amber’s	  lips,	  so	  that	  her	  head	  nearly	  rested	  against	  his	   neck.	   He	   closed	   his	   eyes.	   He	   remembered	   the	   dance	   lessons—the	   humid,	  mirrored	   room,	   the	   corpulent,	   beaded	   woman	   yelling	   at	   the	   child	   couples—and	  moved	  his	  feet	  quicker,	  creating	  his	  own	  rhythm	  and	  drowning	  out	  Patsy	  Cline	  in	  his	  head	   (or	   maybe	   the	   song	   had	   changed).	   Amber’s	   body	   became,	   in	   his	   arms,	  malleable,	   unyielding.	   There	   was	   no	   forcing,	   just	   arabesques,	   within	   a	   tight	   little	  circle,	   next	   to	   the	   kitchen	   island.	   Dean	   was	   perfectly	   in	   control	   and	   Amber	   was	  silent.	  He	  didn’t	  have	  the	  least	  idea	  what	  she	  was	  thinking,	  what	  she	  was	  feeling,	  but	  that	  didn’t	  matter.	  	  	   The	   song,	   he	   soon	   realized,	   had	   indeed	   ended.	   There	   was	   now	   just	   the	  general	   chatter	   of	   people	   outside.	   But	   with	   his	   palm	   firm	   on	   her	   back,	   Dean	  continued	   to	  guide	  Amber,	   sure	  and	  strong,	   in	  eights	  across	   the	   linoleum,	  keeping	  his	  head	  up,	  looking	  beyond.	   *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  Dean	  went	   back	   down	   to	   the	   lake	   and	   sat	   on	   a	   log.	   It	   was	   damp	   and	  wet.	   Ducks	  paddled	   across	   the	  water’s	   surface	   and	   although	   it	  was	   starting	   to	   get	   dark,	  Dean	  could	   see	   the	   low	   fronts	   of	   houses	   on	   the	   opposite	   side,	   the	   flecks	   of	   light	   that	  indicated	  barbecues,	  maybe,	  or	  early	  campfires.	  Behind	  him,	   the	   lakehouse	  blazed.	  People	  would	  be	  starting	  to	  go	  inside.	  The	  dance	  floor	  was	  empty.	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   He	  knew	  the	  party	  would	  probably	  last	  only	  an	  hour	  more	  and	  that	  if	  he	  left	  now,	   he	   wouldn’t	   be	  missing	   anything.	   He	   had	   an	   early	   shift	   the	   next	   day	   at	   the	  Downtowner.	  Harvey	  had	  him	  opening	  more	   and	  more	   lately,	   because	  of	   a	   recent	  kidney	   stone.	  Dean	  had	  nothing	  better	   to	   do—the	  days	  when	  he’d	   stay	   out	   at	   the	  Northern	  until	   three	  or	   four	   in	   the	  morning,	   if	  he	  could	  even	  call	   them	  “the	  days,”	  were	  long	  over.	  Dean	  had	  kept	  in	  touch	  with	  some	  of	  the	  guys	  from	  high	  school,	  but	  these	  weren’t	  hard-­‐and-­‐fast	  ties.	  They	  had	  eventually	  drifted	  off	   to	  Missoula,	  some	  to	  Washington	  for	  forestry	  work.	  Others	  were	  already	  starting	  families.	  	   Opening	   also	  meant	   quiet:	   no	   ice	  machine	   churning	   and	   spitting	   down	   the	  hall,	  T.V.	  droning,	  dim	  thump	  of	  people	  going	  at	  it	  on	  the	  second	  floor	  above.	  	  	  	   But	  he	   couldn’t	   bring	  himself	   to	  walk	  down	   to	  his	   truck	  and	   start	   the	   two-­‐hour	  return	  drive.	  If	  he	  just	  stayed	  there,	  and	  watched	  the	  light	  fade	  at	  the	  center	  of	  the	  lake,	  it	  would	  be	  just	  like	  years	  ago,	  with	  Hanna	  calling	  him	  in	  from	  the	  kitchen	  and	  his	  father	  laughing	  big	  and	  hard;	  except,	  now,	  he	  wasn’t	  afraid	  of	  that	  dark,	  or	  the	  black	  shapes	  (mackinaw)	  softly	  undulating	  and	  flopping	  near	  the	  surface	  by	  his	  feet.	  	   *	  	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  	  *	  Dean	  and	  his	  father	  knew	  that	  Hanna	  would	  die.	  It	  didn’t	  necessarily	  matter	  when.	  At	   first	   it	  was	   something	   large	   and	  unspoken,	   but	   this	   didn’t	   last	   for	   long.	  Hanna,	  exasperated,	  said	  one	  day,	  “Oh,	  for	  Pete’s	  sake!”	  and	  from	  then	  on	  it	  was	  part	  of	  daily	  conversation.	   “When	   I’m	   not	   here,”	   she	   said	   matter-­‐of-­‐factly.	   “After	   this	   is	   over.”	  Dean’s	  father	  didn’t	  like	  this,	  but	  if	  he	  so	  much	  as	  mentioned	  that	  he	  didn’t,	  Hanna	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would	   fly	   into	   a	   rage.	   There	   were	   arguments	   in	   the	   beginning,	   ones	   that	   Dean	  listened	   to	   through	   the	   carpet	   upstairs,	   ones	   that	   often	   left	   Hanna	   in	   tears,	   until	  Dean’s	  father	  knew	  to	  just	  let	  it	  be.	  This	  was	  a	   few	  years	  after	  Dean’s	   father	  had	  bought	   the	  house	  on	  Flathead	  Lake.	   The	   extensive	   renovations	   on	   the	   house,	   pioneered	   by	  Hanna,	  were	   nearly	  finished.	   They	   had	   started	   to	   spend	   the	   summers	   there	   as	   a	   family,	   joined	  occasionally	  by	  Hanna’s	  mother	  or	  Dean’s	  middle	  school	   friends.	  Dean’s	   father	  did	  not	  think	  to	  invite	  his	  parents	  or	  any	  of	  his	  siblings,	  with	  the	  exception	  of	  Leslie	  and	  Steele,	  not	  only	  because	  they	  all	  lived	  out	  in	  Cutbank	  or	  Wyoming—the	  drive	  too	  far,	  the	  trip	  not	  worth	  it.	  Already	  the	  rift	  had	  begun.	  It	  would	  have	  been	  strange	  to	  have	  them	  out	  here,	  his	  brothers	  staining	  the	  new	  carpet	  with	  their	  boots,	  his	  sisters	  with	  too	   many	   babies	   on	   their	   hips,	   like	   something	   (he	   told	   Hanna	   once,	   particularly	  callously)	  out	  of	  a	  novel	  Harper	  Lee	  would	  write,	   if	  she	  had	  chosen	  to	  write	  about	  Montana.	  Those	  summers	  at	  the	  lakehouse	  were	  light,	  filled	  with	  barbecue	  smoke	  and	  the	  sound	  of	  paddleboats	  grinding	  on	   the	   lake.	  Hanna	  and	  Dean’s	   father	  would	  sit	  out	  on	   the	  patio	  with	  a	   few	  beers	  and	  have	   long,	   sometimes	  heated	  conversations	  about	  all	  sorts	  of	  things,	  fingers	  touching,	  heads	  leaning	  together—the	  kind	  of	  image	  children	  only	  appreciate	  after	  the	  fact,	  years	  later.	  	  When	   Dean’s	   father	   found	   it	   hard	   to	   get	   away	   during	   the	   summer—when	  things	  were	  good,	  that	  is—it	  was	  often	  just	  Hanna	  and	  Dean.	  The	  lakehouse	  would	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never	  be	   a	  place	  Hanna	  went	   to	  when	   she	  was	  particularly	   sick	   (the	  house	   in	   the	  Valley,	  near	  Grouse	  Mountain,	  was),	  but	  after	  those	  first	  few	  years	  Hanna	  began	  to	  take	   unexpected	   trips	   to	   Polson,	   sometimes	   in	   the	   middle	   of	   the	   week,	   without	  telling	  Dean’s	  father.	  	  On	  these	  unexpected	  trips,	  Hanna	  would	  be	  at	  her	  most	  energetic—no	  time	  for	   thinking	  or	  sadness.	  They	  would	  stop	  at	  Super	  1	  on	   the	  way	  down	  and	  buy	  all	  sorts	  of	  candy	  and	  snacks.	  They	  left	  the	  wrappers	  and	  crumbs	  in	  the	  car.	  Careless—all	   careless.	   At	   the	   lakehouse,	   they	   continued	   to	   eat.	   Hanna	   cooked	   hot	   dogs,	   or	  macaroni	   and	   cheese.	   They	   played	   53risbee	   or	   croquet	   on	   the	   back	   lawn,	   blaring	  loud	  music;	   they	  went	  on	  nature	  walks	  and	  collected	   slimy	  and	   shiny	   critters	  and	  put	  them	  in	  jars	  (they	  always	  died,	  that	  way).	  They	  did	  all	  of	  this	  largely	  because	  of	  Hanna:	  when	   they	   finished	   one	   thing,	   she	   urged	   them	  on—almost	   in	   desperation,	  crazed	  almost—to	  the	  next,	  and	  Dean	  would	  return	  home	  exhausted,	   listless	  even,	  and	   fall	   asleep	   to	   the	   sound	   of	   Hanna	   and	   his	   father	   arguing	   about	   what	   had	  happened.	  The	  last	  time	  Hanna	  took	  Dean	  to	  the	  lakehouse,	  they	  had	  gone	  to	  watch	  the	  sunrise.	  They	  had	  planned	  this	  for	  a	  few	  weeks,	  and	  brought	  blankets	  and	  sleeping	  bags	   out	   onto	   the	  dock.	  Dean	  had	   fallen	   asleep	   around	   two—Hanna	   let	   him—and	  when	   he	  woke,	   it	  was	   dawn	   and	   she	   had	   left	   her	   sleeping	   bag	   and	   gone	   into	   the	  house	  to	  make	  coffee.	  He	  waited	  for	  her	  to	  come	  back,	  not	  afraid,	  but	  feeling	  alone	  and	   slightly	   cold	   in	   the	   dew-­‐covered	   bag.	   Geese	   honked	   lazily	   from	   the	   opposite	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shore,	   and	   lake	   water	   lapped,	   pungent	   and	   icy,	   against	   the	   dock	   legs.	   And	   Dean	  waited.	  He	  waited	  thirty	  minutes,	  before	   it	  became	  unbearable—even	  at	  nine	  years	  old,	   he	   had	   to	   swallow	   the	   pride—and	   he	   climbed	   quickly	   out	   from	   under	   the	  blankets	  and	   tiptoed	  up	   to	   the	  house.	  And	   there,	   inside,	  was	  Hanna,	  asleep	  on	   the	  couch.	  Curled	  up	  as	  she	  was,	  with	  her	  arms	  across	  her	  chest,	  she	  had	  momentarily	  lost	  the	  force—anger,	  almost—Dean	  was	  used	  to.	  She	   looked	  small	  and	  unhurried.	  She	  could’ve	  been	  Dean’s	  sister.	  	  Dean	  spent	  a	  long	  time	  looking	  at	  her—he	  was	  told	  once	  that	  if	  you	  stared	  at	  a	  sleeping	  person	   long	  enough,	   they	  would	  wake.	  He	  stood	   there,	   fists	  clenched	  at	  his	  sides,	  anger	  gathering,	  and	  stared	  and	  stared.	  Five	  minutes,	  ten	  minutes	  maybe,	  but	   Hanna	   only	   shifted	   once,	   to	   wrap	   a	   blanket	   tighter	   across	   her	   chest.	   But	   he	  couldn’t	  bring	  himself	  to	  shake	  her	  awake.	  	  Later,	  Dean	  wondered	  why	  he	  had	  been	  worried.	  *	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  *	  Inside	   the	   lakehouse,	   Amber	   sat	   on	   one	   of	   the	   stools	   at	   the	   kitchen	   island.	   Her	  husband,	   Dean’s	   father,	   whom	   she	   called	   Matthew	   (not	   Matt	   like	   everyone	   else),	  stood	  opposite,	  drinking	  whiskey,	  talking	  to	  Jerry	  and	  Steele.	  Leslie	  was	  vacant-­‐eyed	  on	   the	   couch,	   not	   quite	   asleep.	   A	   few	   others	   were	   in	   the	   middle	   of	   saying	   their	  goodbyes	  to	  the	  bride,	  making	  promises	  to	  call	  and	  keep	  in	  touch.	  	   It	  had	  been,	  overall,	  a	  typical	  wedding	  reception:	  bright	  in	  the	  beginning	  but,	  after	  the	  alcohol	  wore	  off,	  strange.	  	  No	  one	  had	  seen	  the	  bride	  and	  groom	  for	  several	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years,	  and	  they	  had	  changed,	  somehow.	  In	  the	  end,	  it	  had	  all	  come	  back	  to	  the	  fact	  that	  both	  Amber	  and	  Dean’s	  father	  wouldn’t	  be	  staying	  in	  the	  Valley,	  and	  probably	  wouldn’t	  ever	  come	  back	  after	   this.	  Some	  had	  chosen	  to	  be	   less	  subtle	   in	   this	   fact.	  There	  were	  a	  few	  baskets	  of	  huckleberry	  items	  in	  the	  gift	  pile—products	  the	  locals	  never	  bought	  because	   they	  were	  meant	   for	   tourists—and	   cards	   signed	   “love	   from	  the	  Big	  Sky,”	  or	  even	  “come	  back	  to	  this	  side	  of	  paradise	  soon.”	  	  	   Dean	   came	   over	   to	   the	   island.	   His	   father	   and	   Jerry	   were	   talking	   about	  property	  again,	  and	  Amber	  was	  listening	  casually,	  resting	  her	  cheek	  in	  her	  palm.	  	   Jerry	  said:	  “It’s	  nothing	  like	  what	  you’re	  probably	  finding	  down	  in	  California.”	  	   “You	  don’t	  have	  to	  tell	  me	  twice.”	  Dean’s	  father	  shook	  his	  head.	  “Land	  of	  the	  free,	  land	  of	  no	  taxes.	  Doesn’t	  take	  much	  to	  convince	  anyone	  else.”	  	   “But	  not	  you?”	  	  	   “Sorry,	  buddy.	  Not	  me.	  My	  roots”—He	  touched	  Amber’s	  hand—”are	  planted	  elsewhere.”	  	   Steele	  cut	  in:	  “What	  about	  this	  place?”	  	   “What,	  the	  lake	  house?”	  	  	   Steele	   nodded.	   “It’s	   just	   been	   sitting	   here	   for	   the	   past	   six	   years.	   You	   could	  have	  been	  raking	  in	  income	  by	  renting	  it	  out.”	  	   Dean’s	  father	  stiffened.	  “I	  haven’t	  needed	  it,”	  he	  said.	  	   Leslie,	  over	  on	  the	  couch,	  coughed	  loudly.	  	  	   “I	  haven’t,”	  he	  repeated.	  “There	  was	  no	  need.”	  	   “Well,”	  said	  Steele.	  “If	  you’re	  not	  renting,	  then	  maybe	  you	  should	  be	  selling.”	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“Selling—”	  	  “If	   you	   ever	   thought	   about	   selling	   the	   place,	   now’s	   the	   time.	   And	   I’d	   be	   an	  interested	  buyer,”	  Steele	  said.	  He	  had	  slipped	  his	  thumbs	  through	  his	  belt	  loops.	  His	  smile	  was	  almost	  sardonic.	  “I’d	  definitely	  be	  interested—”	  	  	   Leslie	  called	  from	  the	  couch:	  “Steele,	  not	  now.”	  	   His	   father	   looked	   long	  at	  Steele,	  and	  for	  a	  moment,	  Dean	  tensed	  for	  a	  blow.	  And	  then	  he	  laughed.	  He	  was	  a	  little	  drunk;	  it	  was	  better	  than	  how	  he	  had	  responded	  in	   times	   past.	   He	   gripped	   his	   whiskey	   glass	   hard	   and	   looked	   at	   Amber,	   and	   they	  shared	  a	  long,	  untranslated	  gaze,	  before	  he	  started	  laughing	  again.	  	   Just	  then,	  just	  when	  his	  father	  was	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  his	  laugh,	  head	  back,	  arms	  spread,	  Dean	  went	  up	  to	  Amber	  and	  whispered	   in	  her	  ear.	  She	  followed	  him	  away	  from	  everyone	  else	  out	  onto	  the	  patio.	  She	  looked	  at	  him,	  wary	  and	  hopeful,	  jaw	  set.	  She	  crossed	  her	  arms	  and	  lifted	  her	  head	  a	  little	  bit.	  She	  really	  was	  pretty,	  in	  a	  wild	  sort	  of	  way—she	  really	  did	  look	  old	  for	  her	  age.	  	  	   “Well?”	  she	  said	  softly.	  	   Dean	  took	  his	  time.	  He	  wanted	  to	  remember	  this.	  He	  reached	  into	  his	  pocket.	  He	  handed	   the	  envelopes	   to	  Amber.	   “For	  your	  new	   life,”	  he	  said.	   “Congratulations,	  Mrs.	  Nixon.”	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  Still 	  Lives	  	  	  A	   few	   weeks	   after	   I	   start	   going	   to	   museums	   again,	   Serge	   asks	   if	   he	   can	   come.	   A	  surprise:	  there	  is	  no	  room	  for	  art	  in	  a	  bike	  repair	  shop,	  not	  da	  Vinci	  at	  the	  very	  least,	  and	   it’s	   the	   last	   thing,	   I’ve	   thought	   in	   the	   few	  months	  we’ve	   been	   together,	   Serge	  would	  want	  to	  fill	  his	  time	  with.	  	  “Of	  course,”	  I	  say,	  because	  I	  haven’t	  yet	  told	  Serge	  why	  I’ve	  started	  going	  to	  museums,	  and	  why	   I	  go	  alone,	  or	  how	  much	   it	   takes	  out	  of	  me	   to	   sit	  on	  a	  padded	  bench	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  a	  room	  full	  of	  Sargents	  and	  to	  truly	  think	  about	  shades	  and	  light	   and	   layers.	   I	   suggest	   the	   modern	   art	   museum	   near	   the	   harbor.	   Small,	   with	  rooms	  that	  can	  be	  traversed	  easily	  in	  about	  an	  hour,	  and	  paintings	  that	  do	  not	  take	  much	  thought	  to	  look	  at.	  	  I	  tell	  myself	  these	  things,	  but	  I	  have	  forgotten	  that	  a	  real	  painting,	  modern	  or	  classical,	   is	   bottomless.	  By	   the	   time	  we’ve	  made	   it	   through	  most	  of	   the	   exhibit—a	  room	   of	   murals,	   mainly,	   some	   hanging	   mobiles—and	   are	   lingering	   in	   the	   last	  reserved	  for	  local	  artists,	  it	  is	  nearly	  unbearable.	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“I’m	   a	   painter,”	   I	   say,	   finally,	   when	   we’re	   outside	   on	   the	   benches	   by	   the	  harbor.	   It	   is	   early	   summer	   in	   the	   city,	   and	   already	   hot.	   Through	   the	   slats	   of	   the	  railing,	  moon	  jellyfish	  are	  visible,	  lulled	  dreamily	  to	  the	  surface	  by	  the	  current.	  	   Serge	   is	   eating	   one	   of	   those	   small,	   overpriced	   sandwiches	   sold	   in	  museum	  cafes.	  He	  says,	  “I	  didn’t	  know	  that.”	  It	  is	  the	  most	  he	  has	  said	  all	  day.	  I	  am	  not	  angry;	  I	  am	  used	  to	  this	  quality	   in	  Serge,	   this	  peaceful	  acknowledgment	  of	  all	   that	  goes	  by.	  	  He	  has	  spent	  the	  past	  hour	  carefully	  taking	  in	  each	  piece	  of	  art	  on	  display,	  reading	  the	  brief	  descriptions,	  then	  returning	  to	  the	  work,	  impassive,	  meticulous,	  the	  way	  he	  considers	  bicycle	  gears	  and	  tires	  and	  chains.	  Then:	   “Why	   aren’t	   you	   painting	   now?”	   He	   looks	   at	   me.	   “You	   work	   at	   the	  mailroom,”	  he	  says.	  	  “Yes.”	  	  “Maybe	   you	   should	   be	   putting	   pieces	   in	   there.”	   He	   points	   back	   to	   where	  we’ve	  been.	  “Why	  not?”	  	   “You	  don’t	  know	  what	  I’ve	  painted,”	  I	  tell	  him.	  	  	   “It	   doesn’t	   matter,	   does	   it?”	   Serge	   stands,	   and	   together	   we	   walk	   in	   the	  direction	  of	  the	  subway.	  “But	  you	  still	  haven’t	  answered	  me.	  I’m	  curious	  now.”	  	   “What.”	  	  	   “Why	  you	  don’t	  paint?”	  	  I	   can	   say,	   I	   do	  not	  have	   the	   time.	   Painting,	   after	   all,	   requires	  materials	   and	  time	   and	   space,	   and	   Serge’s	   apartment	   is	   small,	   and	   the	   pay	   I	   pull	   in	   from	   the	  mailroom	  is	  minimal.	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   I	  can	  say,	  it	  is	  not	  really	  what	  I	  want	  to	  do	  with	  my	  life.	  That	  was	  years	  ago.	  And,	   really,	   it	   isn’t	   practical.	   I	   should	   and	   will	   move	   onto	   something	   more	   solid,	  perhaps	   return	   to	   school	   and	   pursue	   business	   or	   consulting.	   There	   is,	   after	   all,	  something	  comforting	  about	  such	  fields.	  I	  can	  also	  say,	  I	  have	  not	  been	  able	  to	  approach	  a	  paintbrush	  in	  seven	  years.	  I	  can	   say,	   I	   have	   tried,	   but	  when	   I	   do	   there	   is	   nothing	   there.	   I	   can	   say,	  while	  Heidi	  chose	  to	  lose	  herself	  in	  something	  greater—dancing,	  the	  highest	  art	  of	  the	  body,	  and	  the	  highest	  therapy,	  she	  said—when	  we	  lost	  Lucca,	  I	  chose	  to	  go	  the	  opposite	  way.	  	  To	  all	  of	  Serge’s	  questions,	  so	  intelligently	  and	  logically	  framed,	  I	  say	  now,	  “I	  don’t	  know.”	   *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  “Art	   is	   a	  good	   intention,”	  my	  mother	  Heidi	   told	   Lucca	   and	  me.	   Yoga	   language,	  we	  called	   it	   sneeringly,	   used	   to	   justify	   her	   offhand	   claim	   that	   she	   was	   a	   dancer,	   had	  always,	  secretly,	  been	  a	  dancer.	   	  Yes,	  Heidi,	  my	  mother,	  had	  always	  been	  a	  dancer,	  although	   we	   never	   saw	   her	   on	   a	   stage	   or	   as	   part	   of	   a	   company.	   We	   did	   see	   it,	  sometimes,	   in	   her:	   reaching	   for	   bowls	   on	   the	   top	   shelf	   at	   dinnertime,	   lunging	   for	  something	   dropped,	   leaning	   her	   petite	   figure	   against	   a	   fence	   and	   talking	  with	   the	  neighbors	  every	  time	  their	  dog	  escaped	  and	  Lucca	  ended	  up	  catching	  it	  in	  the	  field	  across	  the	  street.	  But	  no	  one	  went	  to	  Kingman	  to	  dance.	  It	  was	  too	  hot,	  for	  one	  thing.	  Arizona	  heat	  was	  different	  from	  Florida	  heat,	  according	  to	  Lucca,	  although	  she	  was	  only	  five	  when	  Heidi	  moved	  us	  from	  Pensacola.	  It	  sucked	  the	  life	  out	  of	  us,	  but	  Heidi	  said	  it	  gave	  her	  vigor.	  She	  was	  a	  sun-­‐child,	  she	  said,	  who	  had	  found	  her	  haven,	  even	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if	   the	   rooms	   of	   the	   small	   rental	   on	   Bonide	   Lane	   were	   ruthless—organized,	  sanitary—without	   anything	   more	   than	   a	   plant	   for	   pleasure,	   or	   musty	   tapestries	  weeded	  from	  a	  yard	  sale.	  	  Lucca,	  my	  better	  in	  everything	  else,	  was	  dumb	  artistically.	  From	  school,	  she	  brought	  home	  mutilated	  pots,	   finger	  paintings	   so	   garbled	   they	  were	   almost	  black,	  wilted	   paper	   mache	   creations.	   You	   have	   your	   father’s	   genes,	   Heidi	   said,	  mysteriously,	  but	  this	  was	  wrong:	  he	  started	  a	  furniture	  business	  in	  Florida.	  Lucca	  remembered	  it:	  a	  Mexican	  restaurant	  turned	  specialty	  shop,	  one	  that	  sold	  beds	  that	  folded	  down	  from	  the	  wall,	  like	  the	  bed	  in	  Who	  Framed	  Roger	  Rabbit.	  This	  is	  what	  Lucca	   also	   remembered:	   the	   nine-­‐hundred	   square	   foot	   house	   seven	  minutes	   from	  the	  ocean,	  neighbors	  who	  would	  look	  at	  you	  too	  long.	  Many	  afternoons	  at	  the	  beach,	  although	  neither	  Heidi	  nor	  our	  father	  ever	  got	  in	  the	  water	  to	  swim.	  The	  ice	  cream	  truck	  that	  came	  once	  a	  week,	   tinkling	   its	  pathetic	   little	  song,	  and	  Rocket	  Pops	  that	  turned	  Lucca’s	  mouth	  blue.	  Most	  especially:	   the	  used	  guitar	  our	   father	  bought	  at	  a	  yard	   sale,	   and	   the	   hours	   of	   chords	   played	   out	   of	   the	   front	   room,	   unceasing,	   even	  when	  Heidi	  and	  our	  father	  argued.	  Heidi	   didn’t	   say	   much	   about	   our	   father.	   This	   was	   partly	   gracious,	   this	  negative	  silence,	  like	  an	  easy	  punishment.	  	  	   Once,	  in	  middle	  school,	  Lucca	  somehow	  got	  hold	  of	  our	  father’s	  number	  and	  called	   it	   from	   Heidi’s	   bedside	   phone.	   Heidi	   was	   out	   somewhere.	   She	   had	   started	  dating	  again.	  All	  of	  these	  men	  were	  the	  same:	  younger	  than	  her,	  aimless,	  interested	  because	   Heidi	   was	   able	   to	   act	   like	   she	   was	   still	   twenty	   without	   seeming	   to	   try,	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eventually	   turned	   away	   because	   of	  what	  Heidi	   demanded.	   A	   type	   of	   security	   that	  went	  too	  far,	  not	  to	  mention	  two	  vagabond	  girls.	  	  There	  was	  no	  answer	  the	  first	  and	  second	  times.	  The	  third,	  however,	  Lucca	  and	  I	  both	  strained	  to	  hear	  from	  the	  mouthpiece	  we	  shared.	  	   “Hello?”	  	  The	  voice	  on	  the	  line	  could	  have	  been	  any	  man’s	  voice:	  a	  little	  tired,	  husky	  in	  some	  fashion,	  breathless.	  The	  number	  had	  a	  New	  York	  area	  code.	  How	  soon	  he	  had	  moved	  there	  after	  we	  left,	  and	  to	  where	  exactly,	  we	  had	  no	  clue.	  “Hello?”	  said	  Lucca.	  Her	  voice	  wavered.	  “Hello?”	  	   	  “Who	  is	  this?”	  said	  the	  voice.	  	   “It’s—”	  	   Lucca	  slapped	  my	  wrist.	  She	  slammed	  the	  phone	  back	  into	  its	  cradle.	  “You’re	  not	   supposed	   to	   say	   anything!”	   she	   said.	   Lucca	   pounded	   her	   fists	   into	   the	   carpet.	  “Nothing!	  Nothing!	  Nothing!”	  	   So	  I	  didn’t	  say	  anything.	  I	  didn’t	  want	  to,	  I	  discovered.	  Only	  Lucca	  did,	  for	  that	  first	  year	  of	  furtive	  phone	  calls,	  and	  this	  is	  what	  she	  told	  me	  she	  learned:	  	   	  	  Our	  father	  did	  live	  in	  New	  York.	  He	  lived	  in	  the	  part	  called	  the	  East	  Village,	  which	   we	   always	   thought	   was	   a	   funny	   name.	   He	   had	   money,	   from	   the	   furniture	  business	  started	  in	  Florida,	  which	  now	  had	  a	  city	  location.	  This	  meant	  that	  he	  had	  an	  office	  half	  a	  mile	  up	  in	  the	  sky	  and	  a	  closet	  full	  of	  suits.	  Our	  father	  woke	  up	  everyday	  and	  maybe	  rode	  the	  screeching	  subway,	  or	  walked	  in	  crowds	  down	  sidewalks	  next	  to	  very	  high,	  very	  shiny	  buildings.	  People	  talked	  about	  the	  furniture	  shop	  on	  such-­‐and-­‐such	  street,	  there	  was	  a	  spread	  in	  a	  magazine	  about	  it,	  and	  hundreds	  of	  families	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had	  beds	  that	  came	  down	  from	  the	  walls	   in	  their	  townhouses.	  This	  was	  what	  New	  York	  was	  in	  our	  minds:	  beds	  coming	  down	  out	  of	  the	  walls.	  	  	   Our	   father	  didn’t	   just	   sell	  wall	  beds.	  He	  was	  a	  great	   intellectual,	   judging	  by	  the	   birthday	   presents	   that	   came,	   starting	   a	   year	   after	   that	   first	   secret	   phone	   call.	  Packages	  sent	  on	  time,	  filled	  with	  books,	  hardcover	  editions,	  and	  sometimes	  a	  card.	  There	  was	   Salinger,	   Christie,	   and	   Tolstoy.	   Shakespeare	   and	  Whitman.	   Once,	   three	  volumes	  of	  Proust.	  All	  with	  a	  brief	  inscription	  on	  the	  inside	  flap.	  When	  Lucca	  turned	  thirteen,	  there	  were	  flowers	  delivered	  to	  the	  doorstep.	  Not	  peace	  offerings.	  Not	  even	  offerings.	  	  	  	   Heidi	   let	  us	  have	  these	  books,	  without	  so	  much	  of	  a	  word	  of	  protest.	  Books	  were	   safe	   and	   indirect.	   We	   got	   a	   bookshelf,	   which	   we	   placed	   in	   the	   hallway	  connecting	   our	   bedroom	   to	   Heidi’s,	   and	   there	   they	   all	   sat,	   for	   the	   most	   part	  unread—I,	  personally,	  could	  not	  bear	  to	  open	  them.	  	  	   Why	   did	   I	   not	   call	   him,	   too,	   eventually,	   as	   Lucca	   did	   once	   a	  week	   at	   least,	  using	   that	   bedside	   phone	   and	   drawing	   her	   knees	   up	   into	   her	   chest?	   Even	   now,	   I	  don’t	  know.	  Competition	  with	  Lucca	  (I	  didn’t	  need	  a	  father	  like	  she	  did),	  respect	  for	  Heidi,	   the	  usual	   child’s	   resentment	   for	   an	   invisible	   father.	  The	  wall	  bed	  man	   from	  New	  York	  was	  not,	  could	  not	  be,	  real	  to	  me.	  	   But	  Lucca	  asked	  for	  a	  picture,	  and	  there	  it	  was	  one	  year	  in	  a	  card	  sent	  for	  St.	  Patrick’s	  Day,	  a	  holiday	  no	  one	  celebrated	  in	  Kingman.	  Lucca	  tacked	  it	  up	  above	  her	  desk,	  next	  to	  the	  posters	  of	  Madonna.	  I	  looked:	  it	  was	  grainy,	  taken,	  it	  seemed,	  on	  an	  instant	  camera	  you	  buy	  in	  gas	  stations.	  He	  was	  on	  his	  hands	  and	  knees,	  fixing	  a	  sink.	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One	  arm	  reached	  into	  a	  network	  of	  old	  silvery	  pipes,	  the	  other	  pressed	  the	  ground	  firmly	  away.	  His	  face	  in	  half-­‐profile,	  a	  smooth	  chin,	  low	  ponytail	  partially	  caught	  up	  by	  a	  red	  cap.	  Lips	  partly	  opened	  in	  amused	  question.	  No	  suit:	  thick	  painter’s	  pants,	  splattered	  with	  white.	  Maybe	  New	  York,	  but	  it	  could	  be	  anywhere.	  Part	  of	  a	  thumb	  at	  the	   edge	   of	   the	   frame:	   a	   coworker,	  maybe?	  Or	   a	   lover?	   I	   found	  myself	   fantasizing	  more	   about	   that	   mysterious	   thumb	   than	   the	   crouching	   man	   caught	   by	   happy	  surprise.	  	  	   Lucca	  also	  asked	  for	  a	  visit.	  But	  there	  was	  always	  an	  excuse.	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  *	  I	  work	   at	   the	   post	   office	   on	  Deerfield	   Street.	   It’s	   a	   nice	   location,	   unknown	   for	   the	  most	  part,	  so	  it’s	  never	  crowded.	  	  Julie,	   a	   thin,	   moist-­‐eyed	   woman,	   oversees	   my	   work.	   She	   gives	   me	   extra	  rubber	   thumbs	   to	   flip	   through	   tricky	   envelopes.	   She’ll	   sometimes	   join	  me	   on	  my	  smoking	  breaks,	  although	  she	  never	   takes	  a	  pull	  when	  I	  offer.	  She	  sucks	  on	   lemon	  drops	   instead.	   My	   first	   week	   here,	   I	   made	   up	   obsessions	   these	   candies	   were	  replacing:	  heroine,	  binge	  eating,	  tearing	  at	  the	  face.	  	  Today,	   Julie	  asks	  me	  during	  our	  shared	  2:00,	   “What	  do	  you	  think	  about	  out	  here?”	   She	   fights	   with	   a	   wrapper.	   “Goddamn	   candy.”	   Then:	   “Your	   face	   is	   always	  scrunched	  up	  like	  you’re	  thinking	  about	  something.	  I	  know	  that	  look.	  It’s	  not	  a	  good	  look.	   And	   besides,	   as	   your	   overseer,	   I	   feel	   like	   I	   have	   some	   sort	   of	   moral	  responsibility	  to	  know	  if	  everything’s	  okay	  with	  you.”	  
	   64	  
This,	   I	  have	   learned,	   is	   Julie’s	  way	  of	  being	   truly	  kind	  and	  sincere,	   to	   frame	  everything	  in	  terms	  of	  responsibility	  and	  ownership.	  It’s	  not	  a	  bad	  way	  of	  looking	  at	  things.	  Once,	   I	   thought	   about	   expressing	   love	   that	  way.	  What	  would	   it	   be	   like,	   for	  example,	   to	   hear	   from	   Heidi	   now,	   a	   phone	   call	   from	   that	   same,	   dark	   Arizona	  sunroom,	  and	  hear	  her	  say:	  “I	  have	  a	  responsibility,	  as	  your	  mother,	  to	  see	  how	  you	  are	  doing.”	  Bob	  Dylan,	  maybe,	  playing	  in	  the	  background.	  It’s	  an	  interesting	  thought	  experiment.	  Whenever	  I	  perform	  it,	  it	  always	  makes	  more	  sense	  for	  it	  to	  be	  the	  other	  way	  around.	  I	  contemplate,	  instead,	  calling	  her:	  “Heidi,	  this	  is	  ownership.	  Heidi,	  how	  are	  you?”	  I’m	  not	  sure	  what	  she	  would	  say.	  	  (To	  clarify:	  I	  have	  not	  spoken	  to	  my	  mother	  in	  seven	  years.	  For	  all	  I	  know,	  she	  could	  be	  in	  Alaska.)	  Julie	  is	  looking	  at	  me	  with	  more	  concern	  on	  her	  narrow	  face	  than	  I	  expect.	  I	  rub	  out	  my	  cigarette.	  	  “I’m	  starting	  to	  paint	  again,”	  I	  say.	  	  “I	  wouldn’t	  have	  tagged	  you	  as	  that	  type,”	  is	  Julie’s	  response.	  “But,	  then	  again,	  you’re	  good	  at	  organization.”	  This	  is	  also	  Julie’s	  way	  of	  being	  sincere,	  and	  it	  is	  true:	  I	  spent	  a	  week	   taking	  apart	   the	   storage	   room	  when	   I	   first	   came	   to	  Deerfield	  Street.	  There	  are	  labeled	  boxes,	  now,	  for	  supplies,	  and	  clean	  and	  spacious	  shelving,	  nothing	  to	  trip	  over.	  	  I	  am	  almost	  angry	  when	  things	  are	  not	  like	  this.	  “My	  ex-­‐husband	  did	  welding,”	  she	  continues.	  Briefly,	  she	  is	  wistful.	  But	  Julie	  is	  never	  truly	  wistful.	   “I	  always	  thought	  that	  was	  for	  retirees,	  but	  he	  created	  some	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beautiful	  things.”	  She	  takes	  out	  another	  lemon	  drop	  and	  rolls	  it	  between	  her	  fingers.	  “He	  made	  wind	  chimes,	  but	  different.	  They	  didn’t	  sound	  obnoxious	  when	  the	  wind	  blew,	   like	  some	  do.	  They	  were	  pretty	  with	   little	  painted	  animals.”	  She	  smiles.	   “I’m	  glad	  for	  you,	  Melanie.”	  I	  tell	  her,	  “Thank	  you.”	  	  There	   is	   relief	  on	   Julie’s	   face,	  as	   if	   she	  has	  accomplished	  something,	  done	  a	  duty.	  I	  can	  give	  her	  that.	  	  	  It	  is	  Friday	  in	  the	  city.	  There	  is	  a	  health	  fair	  in	  Providence	  that	  Serge	  is	  working,	  and	  so	   he	   will	   not	   be	   back	   until	   eleven.	   The	   apartment	   is	   thin	   enough	   that	   Serge’s	  returns	  always	  sound	  a	  bit	  like	  an	  elephant	  trundling.	  Serge	  fills	  space	  in	  more	  than	  one	  way.	  When	  he’s	  in	  the	  room	  with	  you,	  you	  have	  the	  sense	  that	  he’s	  aware	  of	  its	  corners	   and	   potential	   exits,	   the	   tone	   of	   the	   walls,	   the	   exact	   ceiling	   height.	   It	   is	  comforting,	  this	  awareness.	  	   When	  I	  return	  from	  the	  mailroom,	  I	  turn	  on	  Serge’s	  computer.	  Thirty	  minutes	  later,	   I’m	   sitting	   at	   the	   kitchen	   table	  with	   an	   order	   confirmation	   in	   front	   of	  me.	   I	  stare	  at	  the	  piece	  of	  paper.	  Let	  my	  eyes	  go	  out	  of	  focus.	  	   “Hi,	  Serge,”	  I	  say	  when	  the	  door	  opens.	  	   As	  usual,	  his	  shirt	  carries	  the	  sharp	  smell	  of	  metal	  when	  he	  bends	  to	  kiss	  me.	  “What’s	  this?”	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   I	   hold	   up	   the	   form	   so	   Serge	   can	   see	  what	  will	   soon	   be	   on	   its	   way:	   paints,	  brushes,	  canvas.	  	   “You’re	  going	  for	  it,	  then,”	  he	  says.	  “I	  was	  wondering	  when	  you	  would.”	  	  	   “I	  know	  you	   like	  your	  women	  autonomous	  and	  self-­‐invested,”	   I	   joke.	   “Don’t	  you?”	  	  	   Leaning	   against	   the	   counter,	   Serge	   isn’t	   so	   beautiful.	   His	   jaw	   sinks	   into	   his	  neck.	  His	  limbs	  look	  stuffed.	  Serge	  was	  ROTC	  in	  college.	  Although	  his	  hands	  are	  soft,	  and	  although	  his	  fingers	  would	  most	  likely	  be	  clumsy	  around	  a	  brush,	  they	  are	  large	  as	  soup	  pot	  lids	  to	  me	  and	  capable,	  I	  think	  briefly,	  of	  snapping	  my	  neck.	  	  	   “Sure,	  Mel,”	  Serge	  says.	  “But	  that	  shouldn’t	  be	  what	  it’s	  about.”	  I	  wait	  for	  him	  to	  explain,	  but	  he	  has	  opened	  the	  fridge	  and	  begun	  rummaging.	  	  “Are	  you	  hungry?”	  	   It’s	  something	  I’m	  still	  not	  used	  to	  after	  a	  year,	  not	  needing	  to	  read	  into	  what	  Serge	  says.	  Those	  brief	  years	  of	  ROTC,	  he	  has	  calmly	  told	  me,	  taught	  him	  that	  bull-­‐shitting	  was	  for	  pansies,	  those	  more	  afraid	  in	  their	  daily	  lives	  than	  not.	  	  	   “No.“	  Although	  I	  want	  to	  ask,	  “What	  is	  it	  about?”	  I	  feel	  stupid	  doing	  so.	  	   Later	  that	  night,	  Serge	  makes	  love	  to	  me	  more	  earnestly	  than	  he	  has	  before,	  as	  if	  we	  are	  somehow	  closer.	   	  	  *	  	  	  *	  	  	  *	  Heidi	  has	  family	  on	  the	  West	  Coast,	  and	  we	  often	  visited	  them	  as	  an	  excuse	  to	  go	  to	  the	  ocean.	  Lucca	  took	  easily	   to	   the	  water.	  To	  her,	  being	  churned	   in	   the	  ocean	  by	  a	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wave	  was	   the	   sea’s	   version	  of	   a	   good	   joke.	  That	  was	  how	   it	  was	   for	   a	   long	  while:	  Lucca,	  dipping	  in	  and	  out	  of	  the	  water	  like	  a	  seal,	  coming	  back	  slick	  and	  hooting	  like	  a	   six-­‐year-­‐old,	   Heidi	   with	   me	   on	   the	   beach,	   and	   especially,	   later,	   all	   three	   of	   us	  nested	  together	  in	  a	  large	  sandy	  hollow,	  like	  a	  vast	  womb,	  watching	  the	  sky	  until	  it	  went	  cobalt.	  One	   autumn,	   Heidi’s	   niece	  was	   getting	  married.	   The	   celebration	  was	   in	   La	  Grande,	  Oregon,	  where	  the	  niece	  grew	  up.	  The	  property	  the	  family	  owned	  spanned	  thirty	   acres,	   a	   regular	   kingdom,	   with	   one	   large,	   drafty	   barn,	   several	   gardens	   and	  sheds,	  and	  cows	  across	  the	  road.	  The	  barn	  was	  dark	  and	  dusty,	  filled	  with	  wild	  cats	  and	   all	   sorts	   of	   terrifying,	   accumulated	   junk.	   It	   was	   attached	   to	   a	   chicken	   coop,	  which	  didn’t	   lessen	   the	   overall	   eeriness.	   Lucca	   and	   I	   navigated	   those	   small	   alleys,	  dimly	  lit	  from	  slats	  on	  the	  ceiling	  panels,	  to	  the	  snicker	  of	  hens,	  the	  despairing	  howl	  of	  a	   rooster.	  Once,	  Lucca	  climbed	   the	   ladder	   to	   the	   loft—three	   flights	  up—and	  we	  didn’t	   know	  where	   she	  was	   for	   a	   good	   six	   hours.	   She	   came	   down	  with	   a	   dreamy	  look;	  lord	  knows	  what	  she	  had	  done	  up	  there.	  They	  closed	  up	  the	  barn	  for	  the	  wedding,	  but	  there	  was	  space	  by	  the	  garden	  cleared	   for	  dancing,	   torches,	  banners,	   a	  dark	  amber	   liquid	  drunk	  out	  of	   glass	   jars,	  and	   chickens	   set	   to	   roam	   about	   the	   lawn.	   Here,	   Heidi	   surprised	   both	   of	   us.	   She	  normally	  hated	  her	  relatives,	  found	  them	  backwoods	  with	  odd	  sets	  of	  ethics	  and	  all	  sorts	   of	   dusty	   closet	   skeletons,	   but	  Heidi	  was	   always	   gracious.	   She	   came	  wearing	  one	  of	  her	  long	  skirts,	  the	  crimson	  one	  allegedly	  sent	  by	  a	  lover	  in	  India,	  beaded	  with	  little	  moons	  and	  elephants	  with	  flowering	  trunks.	  Her	  hair	  was	  loose,	  and	  she	  paid	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new	   attention	   to	   Lucca	   and	   I,	   periodically	   running	   her	   palms	   over	   our	   foreheads,	  twirling	   us	   around	   in	   time	   to	   the	   barefoot	   violinist.	   She	   wasn’t	   quite	   one	   of	   the	  family,	  not	  part	  of	   that	  chain	  of	  warmth	  and	  knowing—it	  had	  been	   this	  way	  since	  she	  went	   off	   to	  Arizona—but	   that	   night	   this	   didn’t	   seem	   to	   bother	  Heidi.	   She	   and	  Aunt	  Jane,	  the	  mother	  of	  the	  bride,	  chatted	  together	  and	  for	  once	  looked	  like	  sisters.	  Lucca	   was	   only	   willing	   to	   catch	   fireflies	   with	   me	   for	   so	   long	   before	   Heidi	  brought	   her	   over	   to	   talk	   to	   the	   violinist.	   Lucca	  was	   taking	   violin	   at	   school.	   It	   had	  been	  either	   that	  or	   cooking.	  Maybe,	  Heidi	   said,	   you	  could	   learn	   something.	  Take	  a	  situation	  and	  get	  what	  you	  can	  from	  it.	  Smile,	  Lucca.	  	  I	  watched	  them	  talking:	  Lucca,	  skinny	  arms	  crossed,	  cocking	  her	  head	  as	  the	  violinist	  spoke,	  the	  instrument	  dangling	  from	  his	  hand	  and	  resting	  against	  his	  shin.	  He	  couldn’t	  have	  been	  more	  than	  twenty-­‐seven.	   	   Inexplicably,	   I	   felt	   jealous.	   I	  went	  into	   the	   farmhouse	   kitchen,	   past	   the	  men	   sitting	   and	  drinking	  beer.	   Someone	  had	  put	  on	  E.T.	  in	  the	  living	  room,	  and	  there	  were	  a	  couple	  stony-­‐faced	  cousins	  watching.	  Curled	  up	  on	  the	  big	  floral	  couch,	  I	  fell	  asleep	  against	  the	  armrest,	  to	  the	  crescendos	  and	  chatter	  of	  the	  alien	  coming	  to	  earth.	  	  The	   sun	   had	   already	   set	   when	   I	   woke.	   Outside,	   the	   violinist	   had	   stopped,	   and	   I	  couldn’t	   find	   Lucca	   or	  Heidi.	   On	   a	  whim	   I	  walked	   the	   narrow	   concrete	   strip,	   past	  Aunt	   Jane’s	   vegetable	   garden	   and	   the	   heavy-­‐headed	   sunflowers	   leaning	   over	   the	  wire,	  the	  boarded	  up	  shed	  and	  the	  outdoor	  portion	  of	  the	  chicken	  coop.	  The	  silent	  barn	   loomed	  up	  next;	   I	   strained	   to	  hear	   the	   rustle	  of	   owls	   in	   the	   rafters,	   so	  many	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stories	  above,	  but	  there	  was	  nothing.	  A	  cat	  looked	  out	  of	  an	  opening	  in	  the	  barn	  door	  and	  darted	  past	  my	  calves.	  I	  thought	  of	  E.T.,	  and	  a	  long	  and	  ghostly	  glowing	  finger	  stretching	  after,	  and	  almost	  ran	  back	  up	  the	  path.	  “Lucca?”	   I	  called,	  softly.	   I	  pushed	  the	  door	  open,	   inhaled	   the	  smell	  of	  alfalfa	  and	  dust.	  The	  first	  passage	  was	  always	  the	  easiest,	  because	  there	  was	  a	  light,	  which	  I	  now	   turned	   on.	   It	   was	   only	   after	   this,	   where	   the	   passage	   split—on	   one	   side,	   the	  chicken	  coop,	  on	  the	  other,	  the	  way	  to	  the	  center—that	  it	  was	  dark	  and	  difficult,	  and	  there	  were	  more	  crates	  and	  rustling	  of	  cats.	  At	  the	  fork	  I	  paused.	  I	  wanted	  to	  go	  back,	  but	  if	  I	  found	  Lucca	  here,	  and	  she	  saw	  me	  running	  away,	  she’d	  never	  let	  me	  forget	  it.	  I	  crept	  to	  the	  right.	  There	  was	   something—someone—in	   the	  main	   area	   of	   the	   barn,	  where	   the	  largest	   farm	  machinery	  was	  kept.	   I	  moved	  closer,	  peering	  around	  an	  ancient	  grain	  barrel.	  I	  opened	  my	  mouth	  around	  the	  syllables:	  Lucc-­‐a.	  Two	  shapes,	   fluid	  and	  confusing,	  up	  against	  Uncle	  Judd’s	  oldest	  tractor,	  and	  sounds	  that	  reminded	  me	  of	  an	  animal	  caught	  in	  a	  trap—but	  happy	  to	  be	  there,	  in	  no	  hurry	  for	  release.	  In	  the	  dark,	  the	  wan,	  shifting	  glimmer	  of	  a	  beaded	  skirt.	  I	  found	  Lucca	  sitting	  on	  one	  of	  the	  hay	  bales	  back	  by	  the	  garden.	  Judging	  by	  the	  wet	  look	  in	  her	  eyes,	  she	  had	  broken	  the	  prohibition	  against	  drinking	  the	  amber	  liquid	  out	  of	   the	  big	  glass	   jars.	   I	  had	  run	   from	  the	  barn	   to	   find	  her.	   I	  was	  panting,	  angry	   instantly	   at	   Lucca’s	   coolness,	   how	   she	   continued	   surveying	   the	   lingering	  guests,	  our	  cousins	  lying	  sprawled	  under	  a	  cloud	  of	  fireflies,	  Aunt	  Jane	  distributing	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slices	  of	  slippery	  strawberry	  pie.	  I	  told	  her	  and	  she	  said,	  without	  looking	  at	  me,	  “So	  what	  are	  you	  going	  to	  do	  about	  it?	  Cry	  like	  a	  girl?”	  Lucca	  had	  recently	  cut	  her	  hair,	  so	  that	  it	  only	  just	  curled	  past	  her	  ears.	  But	  she	  said	  this	  with	  the	  authority	  of	  an	  adult,	  and	  slid	  slowly	  off	   the	  bale	  and	  strode	  away	  toward	  the	  farmhouse.	  Amidst	  the	  whirring	  grasshoppers	  there	  was	  sadness.	  *	  	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  	  *	  Next	  week,	  an	  11	  by	  14	  canvas	   is	  on	   the	  kitchen	   table	  next	   to	  shiny	  coils	  of	  paint.	  Paint	  thick	  as	  its	  names:	  Sap	  Green,	  Phthalo	  Blue,	  Alizirin	  Crimson,	  Burnt	  Sienna.	  I’m	  thinking	   Spain,	   those	   giant	   bales	   of	   hay,	   sweeping	   valleys,	   and	   hot	   tundras.	   Or	  desolate	  moors.	  Or	  soldiers,	  wilted	  from	  war,	  bleeding	  into	  their	  boots.	  	   	  	   I	   have	   an	  hour	  before	   Serge	   is	   back.	  An	   Italian	   song	   comes	  up	   through	   the	  grate	  from	  the	  floor	  below.	  Rufo,	  I	  call	  this	  earnest	  singer.	  I	  think	  he	  lives	  by	  himself.	  I’ve	  only	  seen	  him	  once,	  and	  I’m	  not	  sure	  it	  really	  was	  him.	  Here,	  people	  make	  every	  effort	  not	  to	  look	  at	  you	  on	  the	  stairs,	  because	  even	  that	  is	  too	  much.	  	  	   I	  have	  it	  all:	  the	  color,	  the	  medium,	  paintbrushes,	  palette,	  turpentine	  to	  clean	  the	  brushes.	  The	  easel	  arrived	  first,	  and	  Serge	  helped	  me	  put	  it	  together.	  I	  expected	  all	  of	   these	   items	  to	  be	  painfully	   familiar;	   I	  expected	  to	  open	  the	  box	  they	  came	  in	  with	  sweating	  palms.	  Screaming,	  anguish.	  But	  there	  is	  nothing	  in	  the	  kitchen	  but	  the	  faint,	  tangy	  scent	  of	  cardboard	  packaging.	  	  	   Still,	   it	   is	  effort.	   I	  go	  out	  on	   the	  balcony.	  The	  sunset	   is	   turning	   the	  alleyway	  lavender-­‐gray.	  A	  cat	  smirks	  upon	  the	  fire	  escape.	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   Most	   artists	   start	   with	   themselves.	   Goya,	   for	   example.	   There	   had	   been	   an	  exhibition	  in	  the	  city	  several	  months	  ago.	  In	  one	  self-­‐portrait,	  Goya	  stands	  flagrantly	  at	  an	  easel,	  short	  and	  sturdy,	  decked	  out	  in	  bullfighter	  garb.	  He	  apparently	  had	  his	  way	   with	   women.	   But	   later,	   after	   a	   time	   painting	   real	   things—torture,	   madness,	  rape,	  war,	  pensive	  giants—a	  portrait	  of	  just	  his	  face:	  world	  weary,	  slovenly,	  as	  if	  he	  had	  seen	  too	  much.	  	  	   Eventually,	  I	  place	  the	  canvas	  on	  the	  easel	  and	  take	  out	  one	  of	  the	  brushes.	  I	  should	  have	  something	  in	  mind.	  I	  should	  sketch,	  I	  should	  begin	  with	  a	  wash.	  I	  move	  to	  the	  palette.	  The	  instinct	  is	  automatic,	  and	  I	  don’t	  realize	  what	  I’m	  doing	  at	  first.	  I	  paint	   a	   line	   of	   blue—turquoise—for	   a	   shoreline,	   and	   then	   switch	   colors.	   Restless	  umber	  streaks	  beneath.	  Sienna,	  to	  build	  heat.	  	  	   I	  stare	  at	  this	  for	  a	  long	  while.	  I	  imagine	  I	  can	  smell	  salt.	  It	  takes	  a	  lot	  out	  of	  me,	  and	  so	  I	  pick	  up	  the	  canvas	  gingerly	  and	  lean	  it	  up	  against	  the	  inside	  wall	  of	  our	  closet.	   Oils	   take	   time	   to	   dry,	   and	   so	   you	   have	   to	   build	   in	   days	   off	   when	   you	   are	  creating	  a	  painting.	  If	  you	  want	  careful,	  glossy	  layers,	  ones	  that	  glow	  when	  light	  hits	  them.	  	   *	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  *	  A	   few	  months	  after	   the	  wedding,	  Heidi	  started	  coming	  home	   later	  and	   later.	  Some	  nights,	   she	  wouldn’t	   return	   at	   all	   and	  we	   saw	   her	   after	   school	   the	   following	   day,	  when	  the	  bus	  dropped	  us	  at	  the	  end	  of	  Bonide	  Lane.	  We	  had	  never	  had	  babysitters,	  but	   Heidi	   had	   been	   cautious	   about	   dating	  while	   Lucca	   and	   I	  were	   young.	   Now,	   it	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didn’t	   seem	   to	   matter	   who	   she	   had	   been	   with	   (the	   violinist,	   or	   another	   man).	   It	  didn’t	  matter.	  	   	  	  	  	   After	   one	   such	  night—Heidi	   came	  back	   at	   four	   in	   the	  morning—Lucca	  was	  gone.	  	   I	   knew	  where	   she	   had	   gone.	   Lucca	   had	   figured	   out	   that	   our	   father	  was	   in	  Nevada,	  temporarily.	  He	  had	  given	  up	  the	  furniture	  business	  and	  had	  gotten	  a	  gig	  in	  radio.	  Not	  NPR,	   Lucca	   said.	  Not	  106.7	  The	  Wave.	   Something	   else.	   It	   didn’t	  matter.	  Lucca	  would	  hitchhike,	  like	  people	  did	  all	  the	  time—safely—in	  the	  movies.	  She	  had	  packed	   enough	   for	   at	   least	   a	   week.	   She	   had	   a	   list	   of	   phone	   numbers,	   and	   most	  importantly,	  she	  had	  cash,	  wads	  in	  blue	  Ziploc	  bags.	  It	  felt	  like	  an	  old	  game,	  except	  that	  this	  time	  Lucca	  didn’t	  ask	  if	  I	  wanted	  to	  go	  with	  her.	  She	  walked	  to	  the	  bus	  stop	  with	  me	  and	  then	  kept	  walking.	  It	  was	  the	  bus	  driver	  who	  got	  a	  hold	  of	  Heidi	  later	  that	  morning,	  and	  then	  the	  school.	  There	   were	   more	   phone	   calls,	   next,	   and	   cars	   pulling	   up	   in	   front	   of	   the	  rental—the	  neighbors,	   even	  Heidi’s	   sister	  all	   the	  way	   from	  La	  Grande.	   I	  was	   left	   a	  stack	   of	   T.V.	   dinners	   in	   the	   freezer	   but	   nothing	   else.	   A	   few	   questions,	   but	   no	  punishment.	  Heidi	  didn’t	   cry.	   She	  was	  not	  hysterical,	   as	   she	  was	   sometimes	  when	  something	  didn’t	  go	  her	  way.	  She	  moved	  serenely.	  She	  took	  the	  time	  to	  shower	  and	  eat.	  She	  put	  on	  skirts	  I	  hadn’t	  seen	  before,	  similar	  to	  the	  one	  she	  wore	  at	  the	  niece’s	  wedding.	  Several	  times,	  she	  laughed.	  	  Eight	  days	  later,	  Lucca	  was	  discovered.	  She	  had	  made	  it	  to	  Nevada.	  An	  officer	  found	  her	  in	  a	  diner	  Friday	  morning,	  in	  Battle	  Mountain,	  alone.	  Perhaps	  she	  was	  just	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under	  slept,	  but	  the	  officer	  told	  Heidi	  that	  he	  had	  written	  her	  down	  as	  unresponsive,	  indolent—”indolent?”—and	   he	   advised	   a	   medical	   checkup,	   just	   to	   be	   sure	   (“Of	  what?”).	  She	  should	  make	  up	  her	  homework	  for	  the	  days	  missed	  at	  school,	  quickly,	  and	  get	  some	  rest.	  She	  did,	  after	  all,	  have	  a	  cold.	  	  Lucca	  sat	  at	  the	  kitchen	  table	  dutifully	  and	  ate	  what	  Heidi	  put	  in	  front	  of	  her,	  but	   she	  wouldn’t	   answer	   any	   questions.	   I	   told	  myself	   she	   looked	   different:	   didn’t	  rebellion	   do	   that?	   But	   all	   that	   had	   changed	   was	   the	   fact	   that	   Lucca	   didn’t	   meet	  anyone’s	  eyes.	  She	  didn’t	  seem	  to	  care	  about	  anything.	  	  The	  questions	  I	  asked	  her,	  in	  bed,	  when	  Heidi	  was	  asleep:	  What	  had	  Lucca	  seen?	  	  Nothing	  that	  you	  think.	  	  What	  did	  she	  see?	  Just	  don’t	  go	  looking	  for	  him,	  because	  he	  doesn’t	  exist.	  Was	  she	  okay?	  Had	  anything	  bad,	  very	  bad	  happened?	  No—no.	  	  Not	   long	   after,	   Lucca	   started	   staying	   out	   late.	  Heidi	  waited	   in	   the	   sunroom	  until	  she	  returned,	  and	  sometimes	  there	  would	  be	  a	  conversation.	  Not	  always.	  Lucca	  came	   inyto	   our	   shared	   bedroom	   in	   the	   early	   hours	   of	   morning,	   moving	   slowly,	  smelling	  ripe,	  and	  I	  was	  aware,	  even	  at	  twelve.	  She	  stopped	  mentioning	  our	  father.	  She	  was	  right:	  he	  no	  longer	  existed.	   *	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  *	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I	  paint	  everyday	  for	  a	  week.	  The	  kitchen	  is	  starting	  to	  harbor	  the	  musky	  scent	  of	  oil	  paint.	   I	   imagine	   it	   getting	   into	   the	   towels,	   kneading	   its	   way	   into	   the	   rugs.	   For	  inspiration,	  I	  check	  out	  art	  books	  from	  the	  library.	  Goya	  again,	  Turner,	  Matisse,	  and	  Cy	  Twombly	  sprawl	  around	  the	  apartment.	  I	  begin	  a	  new	  canvas:	  a	  still	  life,	  a	  bowl	  of	  oranges,	   set	   upon	   a	   countertop	   in	   a	   shadowed	   apartment.	   My	   oranges	   have	   blue	  shadows	   stretching	   out	   form	   under	   them:	   to	   make	   a	   color	   darker	   you’re	   not	  supposed	   to	   add	   black.	   You	   should	   reach	   for	   its	   complement.	   Blue	   in	   orange	   and	  green	  in	  red.	  	  	   Serge	  looks	  at	  the	  rich,	  wet	  cadmiums.	  Watching	  him	  watching	  the	  canvas,	  I	  am	  aware	  of	   its	   lack	  of	  dimension,	  Matisse-­‐like,	  but	  without	  that	  purpose.	   “It’s	  not	  finished,”	  I	  tell	  him.	  	  	   “But	   you’ve	   started.”	   It’s	   meant	   as	   encouragement,	   and	   for	   a	   moment	   it	  works.	  It	  is	  enough.	  	   In	  truth,	  the	  brushes	  do	  not	  feel	  like	  extensions	  of	  my	  hands	  as	  they	  used	  to.	  They	  feel	  like	  a	  handicap.	  	  	  The	  next	  morning	   I	  wait	  until	   Serge	  has	   left	  before	  calling	   in	   sick.	   I	   leave	  a	  voicemail.	   Julie	   doesn’t	   answer	   the	   mailroom	   phone	   as	   a	   rule.	   Calls	   make	   her	  nervous.	  She’d	  rather	  meet	  a	  stranger	  than	  speak	  to	  just	  his	  voice	  in	  a	  metal	  box,	  she	  told	  me.	  Even	  if	  it’s	  a	  tall,	  dark,	  and	  handsome	  one.	  	  	   I	  take	  out	  the	  first	  canvas	  from	  the	  closet.	  It’s	  easier	  to	  start	  with	  the	  sea,	  an	  art	  teacher	  once	  told	  me,	  back	  in	  high	  school	  when	  our	  class	  was	  doing	  a	  landscape	  unit.	  Funny,	  now,	  how	  I	  can’t	  remember	  much	  else	  about	  that	  art	  teacher,	  not	  even	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his	  name,	  besides	  how	  much	  he	  urged	  landscapes	  on	  us,	  almost	  sneered	  whenever	  someone	  brought	   in	  a	  portrait	  or	  a	   study	  of	  animals.	  The	  greats,	  he	  pressed,	  used	  what	   they	   had	   in	   front	   of	   them,	   because	   that	   was	   enough.	   The	   sea—it’s	   big,	  fundamental,	  and	  doesn’t	  require	  too	  much	  thought.	  How	  easy	  to	  lose	  yourself	  in	  it,	  but	   also	   how	   easy	   to	   make	   it	   look	   like	   every	   other	   stretch	   of	   sea.	   But	   you,	   my	  students,	  will	  not.	  	  	   I	   organize	   the	   tubes	   of	   paints	   in	   a	   ring	   on	   the	   countertop.	   I	   open	   up	   the	  palette	  and	  survey	  the	  quantities	  of	  each	  color.	  The	  brushes	  from	  yesterday	  are	  still	  soaking	   in	  their	   turpentine	  bath.	  The	  medium	  has	  dried	   into	  a	  small	   lake	  of	  glassy	  amber	   to	   the	   left.	   	  We	  would	   go	   through	   so	  much	   of	   this	  medium	   in	   high	   school	  because,	  amateurs,	  we’d	  pour	  too	  much	  on	  the	  palette	  to	  begin.	  A	  careless	  luxury—the	  public	   school	  district	   in	  Kingman	  could	  only	   fork	  over	  so	  much	  money	   for	   the	  handful	  of	  kids	  who	  wanted	  to	  figure	  out	  how	  to	  work	  a	  brush.	  But	  the	  district	  had	  installed	   special	   lights	   in	   the	  art	   room,	  ones	   that	   somehow	  put	   shadows	   in	  all	   the	  right	   places.	   It	  was	   a	   cool,	   bright	   place,	   that	   room,	   in	  A-­‐wing,	  where	   the	   students	  were	  also	  permitted	  to	  play	  music	  on	  a	  stereo	  if	  they	  wished.	  	   This	   time,	   I	   make	   a	   wash.	   Thin	   and	   cautious,	   mainly	   medium,	   a	   touch	   of	  umber.	   I	   try	  to	  pull	  my	  thoughts	  away	  from	  the	  strokes,	  and	  for	  a	  brief	  moment—glistening—I	  feel	  it.	  	   Wolfson,	   that	   was	   his	   name—the	   art	   teacher	   from	   high	   school.	   Frederick	  Wolfson.	  A	  short	  man,	  well	   into	  his	  sixties,	  with	  a	  tight	   frowning	  face.	  Perhaps	  I’m	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not	   remembering	   correctly,	   but	   sometime	   soon	   after	   I	   graduated	   from	   college,	   I	  heard	  from	  a	  local	  that	  he	  had	  died.	   *	  	  	  *	  	  	  *	  I	  wonder	  if	  Lucca	  was	  trying	  to	  prove	  something	  to	  Heidi;	  the	  act	  could,	  conceivably,	  fit	  under	  the	  category	  of	  outpacing—I	  can	  always	  go	  farther,	  I	  can	  always	  do	  better	  than	  you,	  ever	  since	  that	  night	  in	  the	  barn.	  Or:	  I	  will	  not	  end	  up	  like	  you.	  	   But	  I	  know	  that	  this	  is	  also	  wrong.	  	  	   Heidi	  would	  always	  tell	  Lucca	  and	  I:	  “I’m	  your	  mother	  and	  so	  I	  love	  you.”	  She	  would	   say	   this	  while	   doing	   something	   else:	   the	   dishes,	   yoga	   in	   the	   sunroom.	   She	  never	  said	  this	  when	  her	  hands	  were	  still.	  As	  if	  it	  was	  too	  much	  to	  bear.	  Lucca	  said	  to	  this,	  once:	  “So	  our	  father	  loves	  us,	  too,	  because	  he’s	  our	  father?”	  	   	  It	   was	   deemed	   a	   miracle	   that	   Lucca	   made	   it	   to	   Columbia.	   Kingman	   was	  surprised	  and	  grudgingly	  proud.	  Lucca	  had	  not	  built	  up	   the	  best	   reputation	   in	  her	  final	   years	   of	   high	   school.	   But	   she	  was	   smart.	   She	   had	   not	   lost	   her	   charm.	   Lucca	  almost	  had	  a	  shot	  at	  speaking	  at	  graduation,	  but	  the	  student	  council	  voted	  against	  it.	  Lucca	  didn’t	  care.	  At	  her	  graduation	  party,	  she	  looked	  happier,	  almost	  ludic.	  She	  had	  lots	  of	  friends,	  ones	  I	  had	  never	  seen	  before.	  Girls	  wearing	  flower-­‐print	  shorts	  and	  horn-­‐rimmed	  glasses,	  and	  tall,	  bronze-­‐skinned	  boys	  who	  took	  beers	  from	  the	  fridge	  and	  hung	  close	  to	  Lucca.	  	  There	  was	  a	  phone	  call,	  too,	  later	  that	  night,	  one	  from	  Sacramento.	  	  Heidi	  was	  the	  one	  to	  answer.	  She	  passed	  it	  to	  Lucca,	  who	  took	  it,	  unsurprised.	  Cool,	  really.	  The	  conversation	   lasted	   perhaps	   three	   minutes	   before	   Lucca	   gave	   the	   phone	   back	   to	  
	   77	  
Heidi,	  who	  sat	  on	  a	  kitchen	  stool	  and	  wrapped	  the	  cord	  about	  her	  fingers,	  and	  talked	  longer	  than	  I	  expected,	  as	  if	  she	  wanted	  to,	  as	  if	  she	  had	  been	  waiting	  for	  this	  for	  a	  while	  now.	  Lucca	  was	  driving	  across	  the	  country	  to	  Columbia	  to	  save	  money	  on	  a	  plane	  ticket.	   There	   were	   two	   other	   friends	   going	   with	   her—not	   to	   Columbia,	   but	  somewhere	   out	   there.	   Boston,	   maybe,	   or	   Philadelphia.	   One	   of	   these	   friends	   had	  bought	  a	   convertible,	  painted	  bright	   red,	   from	  Michael’s	  one	   town	  over	   for	  a	   little	  less	  than	  six	  grand.	  It	  had	  been	  a	  real	  mess	  at	  first	  but	  after	  some	  fixing	  up	  it	  looked	  quite	  nice.	  	  The	  day	  she	  left,	  Heidi	  and	  I	  came	  out	  on	  the	  front	  lawn	  to	  say	  goodbye.	  Lucca	  hugged	  Heidi—perfunctory,	  adequate.	  Then	  she	  turned	  to	  me.	  The	  smile	  on	  her	  lips	  was	  wry.	   “Melanie,”	   she	   said.	   “Be	   good.”	   There	  was	   a	   laugh	   at	   the	   end—a	   playful	  injunction.	  	  “Right	  back	  at	  you,”	  I	  said.	  It	  was	  all	  I	  could	  think	  of	  in	  the	  moment.	  Lucca	  climbed	  into	  the	  convertible,	  into	  the	  passenger	  seat.	  She	  put	  her	  head	  back	  on	  the	  hot	  cream-­‐colored	  vinyl.	  Her	  hands	  crossed	  in	  her	  lap.	  She	  looked	  as	  if	  she	  was	  just	  going	  for	  a	  ride	  across	  town.	  In	  the	  back	  seat	  were	  two	  suitcases,	  some	  clothes	  on	  hangers	  wrapped	  in	  plastic,	  and	  the	  record	  player	  our	  father	  had	  sent	  five	  years	  ago.	  There	   was	   waving.	   The	   car	   backed	   erratically	   down	   the	   driveway.	   Lucca	  actually	  sat	  up	  at	  the	  end,	  and	  raised	  an	  arm.	  Hair	  pulling	  out	  in	  the	  wind.	  This	  is	  not	  the	  last	  memory	  I	  have	  of	  Lucca,	  but	  it	  is	  one	  of	  the	  best.	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*	  	  	  *	  	  	  *	  I	  fill	  the	  white	  space	  of	  the	  first	  canvas	  easily	  and	  rapidly.	  I	  don’t	  wait	  for	  the	  paints	  to	   dry	   between	   layers.	   What	   this	   means:	   less	   precision,	   thicker	   application.	   The	  truth	   is,	   I	   feel	  at	   last	  as	   if	   I	  know	  what	   I	  am	  doing,	  because	   it	   is	  beginning	   to	   take	  shape:	  the	  narrow	  cove,	  the	  low-­‐hanging	  sky.	  	   How	  familiar,	  as	  if	  it’s	  been	  there	  all	  along.	  	  This	  is,	  then,	  how	  I	  prefer	  to	  imagine	  it:	  	   It	  is	  August,	  and	  sophomore	  year	  at	  Columbia	  begins	  in	  several	  weeks.	  Until	  then,	  there	  is	  nothing	  much	  to	  do.	  Lucca	  is	  at	  the	  beach	  with	  her	  friends.	  They	  have	  driven	  down	  for	  the	  weekend	  and	  plan	  on	  sleeping	  there.	  The	  sun	  is	  low,	  very	  low,	  and	  the	  cove	  as	  a	  result	  gathers	  heat	  in	  its	  large	  black	  rocks,	  rambling	  into	  the	  sea,	  but	  it	  is	  still	  cold	  and	  the	  friends	  wear	  sweatshirts.	  Except	  Lucca.	  She	  wears	  only	  a	  bikini	  to	  show	  off	  her	  swimmer’s	  body.	  Her	  hair	  is	  shorter	  than	  it’s	  ever	  been,	  and	  whiter.	   She’s	  pierced	  her	  nose	   recently	   and	   the	   sun	  makes	   the	  edge	  of	  her	  nostril	  blaze.	  	   She	  stands	  closer	  to	  the	  shore,	   leaning	   into	  the	  wind	  that	   is	  starting	  to	  pick	  up.	  Because	  of	  the	  shape	  of	  the	  cove,	  the	  waves	  here	  are	  loud.	  They	  have	  brought	  a	  stereo	  and	  planted	  it	  in	  the	  sand,	  and	  Jimi	  Hendrix	  wavers	  out.	  	  	   Lucca	  says:	  “I’m	  going	  for	  a	  swim.”	  	   It’s	  getting	  dark,	  quickly.	  Alcohol	  and	  the	  beach	  atmosphere	  have	  made	  the	  friends	  aware	  of	  each	  other’s	  bodies	  in	  a	  new	  way,	  and	  so	  when	  Lucca	  says	  this,	  she	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isn’t	   necessarily	   heard.	   People	   are	   kissing,	   people	   are	   dancing.	   Couples	   will	   soon	  pair	  off	  and	  go	  into	  the	  rocks	  somewhere,	  unashamed,	  in	  the	  open.	  They	  are	  used	  to	  this.	  Lucca	  will	  probably	  join	  them	  later,	  indifferent.	  A	  friend	  comes	  up	  and	  slides	  an	  arm	  low	  around	  Lucca’s	  waist.	  	  	   Lucca	  swats	  the	  arm	  away	  and	  repeats:	  “I’m	  going	  for	  a	  swim.”	  She	  invites	  the	  others	  to	  come	  along.	  They	  are	  all	   laughing.	  Lucca,	  even,	   laughs.	  It	   is	  clear	  that	  the	  friends	  would	  rather	  stay	  on	  the	  beach,	  which	  is	  all	  right.	  Lucca	  doesn’t	  really	  mind.	  She	  is	  used	  to	  going	  off	  on	  her	  own,	  pulling	  away	  from	  groups,	  even	  if	  she	  is	  often	  the	  one	  that	  keeps	  these	  groups	  together.	  	   She	  turns	  and	  walks	  into	  the	  water.	  She	  is	  careful	  of	  crabs.	  The	  flow	  of	  water	  is	  different	  in	  this	  cove,	  and	  Lucca	  enjoys	  the	  cross-­‐pull	  of	  currents	  on	  her	  toes.	  It’s	  like	  walking	  across	  moving,	  fluid	  tectonic	  plates.	  	  	   Lucca	  keeps	  walking.	  The	  sand	  is	  smoother	  here.	  Waves,	  aggressive,	  clip	  her	  shoulders.	  Up	  ahead,	  the	  curve	  of	  black	  rocks	  spilling	  into	  the	  cove,	  and	  beyond	  this	  curve	  the	  full	  span	  of	  the	  ocean,	  yellow	  in	  the	  falling	  light.	  If	  she	  is	  careful,	  she	  can	  slip	   past	   this	   curve,	   navigate	   the	  brief	   bar	   of	   cross-­‐current	  where	   the	   ocean	  must	  drastically	  narrow,	  and	  emerge	  in	  that	  open.	  The	  key	  is	  to	  remain	  calm.	  	   Lucca	  treads	  now,	  weightless,	  her	  body	  playfully	  tugged	  back	  and	  forth.	  She	  reaches	   up	   an	   arm	   and	  waves	   at	   the	   friends	   on	   the	   beach.	   They	  wave	   back—she	  thinks	  they	  wave	  back.	  	   She	  then	  takes	  a	  breath	  and	  slips	  under	  the	  surface.	  She	  doesn’t	  need	  to	  open	  her	   eyes—she	   has	   surveyed	   the	   path	   ahead	   and	   knows	  what	   she	  must	   do.	   Artful,	  
	   80	  
deliberate,	   she	   moves	   through	   the	   dark	   currents.	   When	   her	   breath	   tightens,	   she	  lunges	  up	  to	  the	  surface	  and	  pulls	   in	  air.	  The	  rocks	  are	  closer	  than	  she	  expected—she	  must	  go	  further	  to	  the	  right.	  As	  she	  does	  so,	  Lucca	  feels	  the	  tug	  on	  her	  feet,	  on	  her	   calves,	   the	   alternating	   surges	   about	   her	   belly.	   She	   tightens	   and	   lifts—she	   is	  buoyed	  up	  onto	  the	  surface	  and	  carried	  more	  quickly	  than	  expected	  to	  the	  lip	  of	  the	  cove.	  Hovering,	  briefly,	  Lucca	  treads	  as	  much	  as	  she	  is	  able.	  The	  surface	  of	  the	  water	  is	  dark	  where	  the	  currents	  cross,	  and	  Lucca	  keeps	  her	  breath	  steady—fear	  will	  not	  help	  her	  here.	  She	  breathes	  into	  her	  entire	  body,	  eyes	  on	  the	  undulating	  black.	  	   When	  she	  is	  ready,	  she	  goes	  under.	  The	  water	   is	   strong,	   stronger	   than	  any	  other	  water	  Lucca	  has	  encountered,	  but	  it	  is	  new	  and	  new	  means	  challenge.	  Lucca	  ducks	  down	  further	  and	  kicks	  her	  legs	  the	  way	  she	  has	  been	  told,	  the	  way	  she	  knows	  how.	  The	  water	  kicks	  back,	  and	  she	  has	  a	  strange	  impulse	  to	  laugh.	  She	  almost	  opens	  her	  mouth	  to	  do	  so,	  but	  her	  lungs	  are	  beginning	  to	  feel	  tight,	  encased.	  She	  kicks	  harder,	  and	  up.	  I	  am	  not	  sure	  how	  long	  this	  lasts,	  and	  nor	  is	  Lucca.	  Time	  is	  different	  here.	  She	  knows	  that	  she	  has	  time,	  still.	  That	  doesn’t	  necessarily	  matter.	  	  What	  does	  matter	  is	  that	  Lucca	  opens	  her	  eyes.	  Everything	  shakes	  with	  dark	  and	  light.	  Her	  body,	  gigantic	  and	  green,	  stretches	  out	  beneath	  her.	  She	  feels	  as	  if	  she	  is	  suspended	  in	  a	  glass	  jar,	  kicking	  for	  the	  bottom,	  reaching	  for	  the	  top.	  She	  watches.	  Her	  body	  loosens.	  The	  water,	  in	  response,	  reaches	  up	  and	  tugs,	  and	  Lucca	  is	  nearly	  unaware	  of	  this.	  She	  watches.	  She	  doesn’t	  think.	  She	  smiles.	  In	  the	  back	  of	  her	  brain,	  she	  knows	  that	  that’s	  what	  she	  should	  do	  right	  now.	  And	  so	  she	  stays	  like	  this.	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*	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  *	  I	  didn’t	  try	  to	  look	  for	  him.	  I	  didn’t	  let	  the	  thought	  cross	  my	  mind.	  There	  were	  more	  important	   things	   to	   consider,	  naturally.	  What	   to	  do,	   for	   example,	  with	   the	   flowers	  and	   plants	   that	   filled	   the	   sunroom?	   Sent	   from	   all	   over,	   a	   sudden	   riot	   of	   green,	  something	  Heidi	  would	  have	  been	  overjoyed	  to	  witness	  before.	  	   I	  didn’t	  think	  about	  him,	  but	  on	  that	  afternoon	  in	  mid-­‐August	  in	  Kingman,	  it	  seemed	   that	   there	   was	   nothing	   else	   to	   think	   about.	   I	   didn’t	   have	   to	   look,	   either,	  because	  there	  he	  was	  at	  the	  edge,	  sitting	  near	  the	  aisle,	  wearing—unbelievably—a	  cap	   pulled	   low	   on	   his	   forehead.	   He	   sat	   with	   his	   hands	   folded,	   relaxed,	   in	   his	   lap,	  listening	  to	  the	  eulogy.	  Although	  his	  hair	  was	  shorter	  than	  in	  the	  picture,	  it	  pushed	  out	  beneath	  the	  cap	  and	  over	  his	  neck.	  I	  took	  this	  all	  in	  without	  so	  much	  as	  a	  flicker	  of	   feeling—the	   casual	   droop	   of	   the	   shoulders,	   the	   large	   feet,	   the	   navy-­‐blue	   (not	  black)	  button-­‐down,	  how	  much	  older	  than	  I	  thought	  he’d	  be.	  And	  I	  realized	  without	  thinking	  it	  what	  Lucca	  had	  seen	  on	  that	  hitchhiking	  trip:	  not	  much	  more	  than	  what	  I	  was	  seeing	  now.	  Not	  enough.	  	   Because	  you	  are	  here,	  because	  you	  are	  here	  this	  way,	  it	  is	  your	  fault.	  I	  calmly	  leveled	  these	  thoughts	  in	  the	  direction	  of	  the	  man	  sitting	  at	  the	  edge	  of	  the	  aisle	  with	  his	  hands	  in	  his	  lap.	  	  	   This	  is	  where	  the	  mind	  goes	  when	  it’s	  sad.	  	  After,	   in	   those	   final	  weeks	   of	   August,	   I	   stayed	  with	   a	   friend	   one	   town	   over,	   a	   girl	  named	   Gabrielle	   I	   had	   met	   at	   an	   after-­‐school	   journalism	   club.	   We	   were	   not	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necessarily	  close.	  Gabrielle	  was	  one	  of	  those	  girls	  who	  had,	  in	  my	  eyes,	  a	  plain	  and	  lucky	   life—her	   parents	   in	   stable	   jobs,	   both	   she	   and	   her	   sister	   smart	   and	   dutiful.	  Gabrielle	   wore	   pencil	   skirts	   and	   small	   diamond	   earrings.	   She	   spoke	   softly,	   as	   if	  always	  afraid	  of	  offense.	  The	   strangest	   thing	   she	  did	  was	   collect	   cookbooks.	  All	   of	  this	  aside,	   I	  spent	  many	  hours	   lying	  on	  her	  bed	  in	  their	   large	  and	  well-­‐kept	  house,	  gazing	   at	   the	   careful	   spines	   of	   those	   cookbooks	   on	   her	   bookshelf,	   listening	   to	   the	  soothing	  sounds	  of	  family	  downstairs.	  	   You	   think	  at	   times	   like	   these	   that	  everything	  comes	  out:	   family	   secrets,	  old	  grudges.	  Emotions	  are	  all	  awry	  and	  suddenly	  things	  don’t	  have	  edges.	  But	  it	  never	  is	  like	   this.	   Things	   go	   quiet.	   Because	   we	   were	   in	   desert,	   because	   it	   was	   Arizona,	   I	  thought	  Kingman	  was	  always	  quiet,	  before.	  	   This	   is	   the	  extent	  of	   the	  conversation	  that	  Heidi	  and	  I	  had,	  eventually,	  after	  the	  funeral:	  	   “I	  don’t	  want	  you	   thinking	   that	  your	   father	  wasn’t	  good,”	   she	  said	   to	  me.	   “I	  just	  don’t	  want	  you	  thinking	  that.”	  	   Not	  Lucca.	  We	  would	  never	  talk	  about	  Lucca.	  Just	  my	  father.	  	   After,	  she	  said	  almost	  immediately,	  as	  people	  do,	  that	  it	  was	  “time	  to	  do	  what	  she	   loved.”	   It	  was	   time	   for	  new	   space.	   She	  would	   take	  dancing	   lessons	   and	   spend	  some	  time	  in	  Tahoe,	  because	  she	  had	  heard	  it	  would	  be	  good	  for	  the	  spirit.	  Good	  for	  the	  spirit.	  She	  had	  started	  to	  speak	  like	  this,	  working	  towards	  convincing:	  the	  spirit	  was	  essential,	  the	  spirit	  surpassed	  the	  body,	  which	  is	  so	  vulnerable.	  The	  goal	  would	  be	  to	  harness	  the	  grief,	  and	  find	  ways	  to	  make	  it	  good.	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   What	  did	  I	  tell	  her?	  I	  told	  her	  she	  was	  selfish.	  I	  went	  to	  a	  community	  college	  two	  towns	  over	  and	  then	  when	  that	  was	  finished	  I	  moved	  farther.	  	  That	  August,	  the	  impulse	  to	  pick	  up	  the	  phone—after	  all—was	  too	  strong	  for	  me	   to	   resist,	   and	  so	   I	  did.	  How	  many	   times	   I	  had	   thought	  about	  dialing	   that	   same	  pattern	  of	  numbers.	  How	  many	  times	  I	  had	  thought	  about	  what	  I	  would	  say.	  The	  call	  went	  to	  voicemail.	  	  I	   tried	  every	  day	   for	   two	  weeks.	   I	  never	   left	   a	  message,	   just	   listened	   to	   the	  voicemail	   recording:	  Hi	   there.	   Sorry	   to	  miss—leave	   your	   name	   and	  number	   and	   I	  will	  call.	  Have	  a	  good	  day.	  More	  than	  the	  empty	  promise	  in	  “I	  will	  call,”	  I	  couldn’t	  get	  past	   the	   “miss.”	   It	  bothered	  me	  more	   than	  anything	  else.	  As	   if	  he	  hadn’t	   even	  had	  that	  amount	  of	  time,	  too	  busy	  for	  one	  word.	  *	  	  	  	  	  	  *	  	  	  	  	  	  *	  The	  museum	  one	  town	  over	  is	  ugly	  on	  the	  outside.	  It	  has	  uncomfortably	  large	  rooms	  with	   smooth	   floors	   and	   ivory	   baseboards.	  Museums	   hover	   between	   religious	   and	  secular	  space,	  someone	  once	  said.	  They	  bring	  people	  together	  but	  not	  necessarily	  in	  worship.	   Don’t	  worship	  men	   too	  much,	  Heidi	   once	   said,	   one	   of	   those	   aphorisms	   I	  only	  realized	  later	  referred	  to	  my	  father.	  Women	  too	  easily	  make	  men	  their	  gods.	  	   I’ve	   only	   been	   here	   twice.	   Neither	   of	   these	   times	   occurred	   because	   I	   had	  nowhere	  else	  to	  go.	  	  	   In	  the	  entryway,	  I	  smell	   like	  mailroom	  and	  subway.	  There	  are	  several	  after-­‐school	  tours	  congregated,	  because	  it	  is	  a	  Wednesday	  and	  the	  museum	  is	  open	  late.	  I	  push	  my	  way	  through	  the	  lines	  and	  find	  the	  café.	  It	  has	  an	  outdoor	  area,	  tables	  and	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chairs	  arranged	  around	  large,	  artistic-­‐looking	  barrels.	  There’s	  a	  fountain	  and	  music	  playing.	   Although	   I	   feel	   out	   of	   place,	   I	   sit	   down	   and	   order	   a	   drink.	   When	   that’s	  finished,	  I	  order	  another.	  	   There’s	  a	  black	  man	  sitting	  one	   table	  over.	   Seeing	  as	   the	  outdoor	  area	   isn’t	  crowded,	  he	  strikes	  up	  a	  conversation	  with	  me.	  He	  is	  very	  friendly;	  I	  discover	  that	  he	  is	  a	  curator	  here,	  has	  been	  for	  seven	  years.	  He	  is	  passionate	  about	  the	  space	  and	  says	  something	  witty	   about	   the	  barrels.	  After	   two	  drinks,	   I	   am	   smiling	  politely	  but	  not	  taking	  much	  of	  it	  in.	  	  	   He	  asks:	  “What	  brings	  you	  here?”	  	   I	   realize	   that	   I’ll	   probably	  never	   see	  him	  again,	   and	   that	   I	  don’t	   really	   care,	  and	  so	  I	  tell	  him	  the	  truth.	  To	  my	  surprise,	  he	  nods	  in	  agreement.	  	   He	  says,	  “I	  think	  there’s	  something	  you	  should	  see,	  if	  you	  haven’t	  already.”	  He	  stands,	  and	  waits	  while	   I	  pay	  my	  bill.	   I	   follow	  him	  back	   into	   the	  main	  area	  and	  he	  leads	  me	  down	  a	  hallway	  that	  connects	  to	  the	  eastern	  wing.	  	  	   He	  stops	  in	  front	  of	  a	  pair	  of	  glass	  doors,	  which	  open	  to	  a	  small	  gallery.	  “Take	  your	  time	  in	  here,”	  he	  says.	  	   I’m	  waiting	  for	  the	  change,	  waiting	  for	  there	  to	  be	  some	  sort	  of	  hook	  beyond	  this	  courtesy,	  but	  there	  is	  none.	  He	  doesn’t	  even	  ask	  for	  my	  name,	  simply	  leaves	  me	  there	  in	  the	  Radcliffe	  Room	  to	  fend	  for	  myself.	  	  	   The	   room	   contains	  pieces	   by	   a	   late	   nineteenth-­‐century	  Portuguese	   artist,	   a	  name	   I	   can’t	   really	   pronounce.	   There	   are	  mostly	   paintings,	  with	   several	   sketches.	  Landscapes	  mainly,	  thick	  trees,	  and	  women	  gathering	  fruit.	  The	  colors	  are	  all	  earth,	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raw,	   done	   in	  measured	   strokes	   that	   give	   every	   piece	   a	   touch	   of	   wind.	   There	   is	   a	  small	  tour	  in	  the	  room,	  at	  that	  point	  where	  the	  guide	  has	  let	  everyone	  roam	  free	  for	  a	  time	  before	  starting	  a	  new	  lecture.	  	  	   I	  begin	  on	  the	  other	  side	  of	  the	  room,	  looking	  closely	  but	  with	  more	  haste.	  I	  have	  never	  been	  to	  Brazil,	  never	  stood	  upon	  its	  coast,	  but	  the	  paintings,	  with	  their	  reaching	  tree	  limbs	  and	  prancing	  horses,	  begin	  to	  make	  me	  feel	  as	  if	  I	  have—I’ll	  give	  the	  artist	  that	  much.	  	  	   A	  few	  more	  minutes	  and	  I’m	  about	  to	  leave,	  but	  the	  tour	  has	  congregated	  just	  near	  the	  door	  and	  the	  guide	  has	  started	  a	  new	  speech.	  She	  is	  standing	  in	  front	  of	  a	  larger	  print,	  not	  a	  painting,	  done	  in	  mainly	  crimson.	  From	  here,	  I	  can	  see	  a	  primitive-­‐looking	  body,	  curled	  and	  bending	  into	  itself.	  The	  title	  of	  the	  piece,	  in	  translation,	  has	  something	  to	  do	  with	  the	  spirit	  and	  eyes	  of	  the	  dead.	  	   “He	   painted	   this	   toward	   the	   end	   of	   his	   career,	   when	   he	   was	   losing	   his	  eyesight,”	   the	   guide	   is	   saying.	   	   “You’ll	   notice	   it	   looks	   almost	   out	   of	   place	   in	   the	  collection.”	  	   Don’t	  they	  all	  go	  blind?	  someone	  in	  the	  tour	  calls	  out.	  Turner.	  It	  was	  Turner,	  wasn’t	   it,	  who	   also	  went	   blind?	  And	   people	   thought	   he	  was	   being	   new,	   starting	   a	  movement,	  but	  he	  just	  couldn’t	  see.	  The	  person	  whispers	  this	  loudly	  to	  the	  woman	  next	  to	  him.	  She	  shrugs	  and	  chews	  on	  a	  fingernail.	  	   I	   don’t	   necessarily	   feel	   offended	   by	   this,	   but	   I	   do	   have	   the	   impulse	   to	   say	  something,	   somehow	   raise	   my	   voice	   at	   the	   inconsiderate	   man,	   tell	   him	   that	   he	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shouldn’t	  be	  here.	  Then	  I	  realize	  I’m	  just	  another	  artist	  sitting	  on	  a	  bench,	  and	  I	  don’t	  really	  have	  the	  right.	  	  	   Instead,	  I	  wait	  for	  the	  tour	  to	  move	  to	  another	  painting	  and	  I	  go	  up	  close	  to	  the	   print.	   From	   here,	   the	   strokes	   are	   palpable,	   almost	   uncomfortably	   so,	   and	   the	  figure	   looks	  even	  more	  primitive,	  more	  serene.	   I	   let	  my	  eyes	  go	  out	  of	   focus,	  and	  I	  can	  feel	  it	  starting:	  that	  almost	  unbearable	  awareness	  of	  layers.	  	   “Does	   it	   speak	   to	   you?”	   It’s	   the	   guide	   from	   the	   tour.	   She’s	   wearing	   those	  glasses	  that	  make	  one’s	  eyes	  look	  bigger	  than	  they	  actually	  are.	  	  	   It	  is	  not,	  surprisingly,	  an	  invasion	  of	  privacy,	  but	  all	  the	  same	  I	  can	  only	  nod.	  	  	   “Good.”	  She	  smiles	  at	  the	  painting,	  then	  at	  me.	  “That’s	  very	  good.	  It’s	  often	  the	  most	  overlooked	  in	  the	  collection.”	  	   And	  it	  is,	  I	  think,	  as	  she	  walks	  away,	  her	  duty	  done—good.	  Me,	  Heidi.	  Lucca.	  This	  strange	  Portuguese	  artist.	  	   When	  I	  finally	  leave	  the	  Radcliffe	  Room,	  I	  look	  all	  over	  for	  the	  curator,	  but	  the	  museum	   is	   starting	   to	   close	   and	   the	   galleries	   are	   patrolled	   by	   mainly	   security	  guards.	  I	  don’t	  really	  mind;	  I	  leave	  it	  at	  that.	  	  When	  I	  return	  to	   the	  apartment,	   it	   is	  still	  early.	   It	  will	  be	  too	  early	   for	  Serge	  to	  be	  back	   for	   at	   least	   two	  more	   hours.	   My	   painting	   supplies	   are	   still	   arranged	   on	   the	  kitchen	  table.	  Today	   is	  one	  of	   those	  cold	  days	   that	  come	  up	  out	  of	  nowhere	  at	   the	  end	  of	  summer	  and	  for	  the	  first	  time,	  the	  windows	  in	  Serge’s	  apartment	  are	  closed	  when	  I	  arrive.	  The	  city	  sky	  shows	  no	  sign	  of	  this	  cooling.	  I	  go	  out	  onto	  the	  fire	  escape	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and	  watch,	   trying	   to	   think	  how	   I	   could	  capture	   that	  particular	   lavender	  color,	   just	  the	  right	  combination	  of	  gray	  and	  crimson,	  and	  then	  I	  have	  the	   thought	   that	   there	  would	  be	  no	  point	  to	  that—what	  is	  the	  point,	  after	  all,	  of	  replicating	  a	  color	  you	  see,	  onto	  a	  little	  square	  of	  white,	  just	  to	  hang	  in	  a	  bedroom	  somewhere.	  	  	   I	   come	   back	   inside	   and	   start	   putting	   away	   the	   brushes,	   leaving	   the	   two	  canvases	  for	  last:	  the	  still	  life	  and	  the	  other.	  I	   could	   have	   done	   as	   Lucca	   had	   done.	   I	   could	   have	   found	   an	   address,	   a	  different	  phone	  number,	  and	  driven	  across	  several	  states.	  I	  could	  have	  turned	  up	  at	  a	   front	   door	   or	   an	   office	   waiting	   room.	   I	   could	   have—could	   even	   now—write	   a	  letter.	  	  	   Instead,	  this	  is	  how	  I	  imagine	  it:	  	   It	   is	  approximately	  six-­‐thirty	   in	  Arizona.	  Unlike	  here,	   it	   is	  still	  hot,	  as	   if	   it	   is	  the	   start	   of	   summer.	   It	   is	   one	  of	   those	  nights	  when	   the	   sun	   is	   almost	   red	  with	   its	  setting,	  making	  the	  rocks	  and	  miles	  of	  shrub	  ruddy,	  and	  the	  moon	  rises	  early	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  it	  all.	  This	  is	  the	  best	  time	  on	  Bonide	  Lane.	  The	  kids	  bike	  up	  and	  down	  the	  roads	  in	  lazy	  serpentines,	  all	  the	  way	  to	  the	  corner	  of	  town	  to	  Mrs.	  Spoonover’s	  ice	  cream	  shop,	  the	  boys	  in	  white	  t-­‐shirts	  and	  the	  girls	  in	  shorts	  too	  tight,	  hair	  in	  braids	  down	   their	   back.	   The	   air	   is	   hot	   with	   that	   low	   excitement	   of	   first	   crushes	   and	  possibility,	   but	   there	   is	   also	   no	   rush.	   There	   is	   the	   sound	   of	   multiple	   televisions	  coming	   out	   of	   screen	   doors	   in	   the	   neighborhood,	   and	   in	   about	   an	   hour	   or	   two	  coyotes	  will	  begin	  their	  erratic	  cries.	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   There	   is	  a	  party	  at	  Heidi’s	  place,	   an	  anomaly	   really.	  Over	   the	  years	   she	  has	  accumulated	   artist	   friends	   from	   across	   town,	   amateur	   dancers	   and	   of	   course	  students	  from	  her	  class.	  These	  friends	  are	  mostly	  younger	  than	  Heidi,	  and	  eager.	  It	  is	  not	   strange	  at	   all	   for	   them	   to	  be	  at	   the	   rental	  on	  Bonide	  Lane,	   although	  Heidi	  has	  never	   managed	   to	   entirely	   fit	   into	   Kingman.	   They	   have	   brought	   wine	   and	   finger	  foods,	  and	  the	  music	  is	  vaguely	  electronic,	  like	  something	  you	  would	  encounter	  in	  an	  underground	  college	  bar.	  It	  mixes	  oddly	  with	  desert	  sound.	  	  	   Heidi	  has	  cut	  her	  hair—that	  long	  hair	  she	  would	  brush	  out	  slowly,	  sitting	  on	  the	  couch	   in	   the	  sunroom,	  while	  Lucca	  and	   I	   slept	  until	  eight—and	  because	  of	   the	  dancing	   and	   yoga,	   she	   is	   able	   to	   pull	   off	   a	   jean	   skirt	   and	   heels	   tonight.	   Naturally,	  many	  people	  touch	  Heidi.	  Embraces,	  shoulder	  squeezes,	  affectionate	  caresses	  of	  the	  back	  of	  the	  hand.	  It	  is	  hard	  not	  to.	  There	  is,	  most	  likely,	  one	  man	  who	  will	  keep	  his	  arm	  about	  her	  waist,	  but	  tonight	  is	  different	  in	  that	  Heidi	  lets	  that	  arm	  rest	  there	  but	  she	  doesn’t	  look	  at	  it.	  She	  is	  easy	  about	  it,	  because	  that	  is	  not	  why	  these	  people	  are	  here.	  That	  is	  not	  why	  she	  is	  here.	  	   They	  have	  all	  congregated	  in	  the	  sunroom,	  which	  is	  still	  rather	  bare	  despite	  some	  hanging	  beads	  in	  the	  doorway	  and	  a	  new	  tapestry	  up	  against	  the	  wall.	  Heidi,	  now,	  leans	  against	  the	  edge	  of	  the	  faded	  green	  sofa,	  a	  side	  car	  in	  one	  hand,	  and	  she	  is	  looking	  up	  at	  something	  someone	  has	  said,	  and	  she	  is	  laughing.	  Her	  artist	  friends	  are	  all	  wildly	  intelligent,	  she	  knows,	  because	  they	  are	  young,	  some	  fresh	  out	  of	  college,	  and	  she	  likes	  to	  listen	  to	  this	  talk,	  dipping	  in	  and	  out	  when	  need	  be,	  reassuring	  them	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Res ident  Ass is tant,  Johns Hopkins University Center for Talented Youth Program         July 2011-August 2014 
Roger Williams University, RI; Skidmore College, NY  
• Held responsibility as a leader of 8-10th graders serving as a resident assistant in dormitories 
• Devised activities and provided on-call assistance for medical, academic, and physical issues 
• Facilitated other program events and actively communicated with senior resident staff and academic staff 
 
HONORS AND DISTINCTIONS 
 
• Boston University M.F.A. Program for Creative Writing: Marcia Trimble Fellowship (2014-2015) 
• Boston University M.F.A. Program for Creative Writing: Teaching Fellowship (Spring 2015) 
• Leslie Epstein Global Fellowship (2015) 
• Princeton University English Department: Highest Honors (June 2014) 
• Member of Phi Beta Kappa Society 
• Thomas B. Wanamaker English Language Prize (June 2014) 
• Ward Mathis Prize (June 2014) 
